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ABSTRACT
A Queens Community Teacher Storytelling Project:
A Qualitative Research Study of Five Local Afro-Caribbean and Latina Public School Teachers
and Community Teachers in New York City
by
José Alfredo Menjivar Ortéz
Advisor: Kersha Smith, Ph.D.
This dissertation thesis examines the lived experiences, life stories, and storytelling of
five Afro-Caribbean and Latina people, who are all local from the borough of Queens, alumni of
New York City’s public schools, and since then, became their local public school teachers,
classroom practitioners, and local community teachers. We refer to this specific and unique
population of teachers as alumni-community teachers and to these and other similar stories as
teacher life stories.
This qualitative research and study were conducted through a series of writing workshops
and semi-structured interviews. The study’s main examination is preoccupied to understand how
local teachers make meaning—hacen trenzas—about their lives and lived experiences, relating to
their self-conceptualizations as teachers, teaching pedagogy and praxis, and stances on
community teaching. The way this inquiry was studied was primarily through a narrative
analysis of the study’s teacher-participants’ self-reflexive writing and oral stories about their
lives—teacher life stories—which were read with analytical lenses and analytical tools to
identify themes and gain a deeper understanding.
ⅳ

The first research finding centers on this sample of community teachers, who are all
homegrown in this city, live in the same or similar communities of their lived experiences, and
teach in similar schools as those they are alumni of, whenever possible.
The second research finding centers on an overall positive correlation and impact, for this
sample of community teachers of having attended public schools and being taught by public
school teachers as students themselves, and ultimately shaping and informing their own
self-conceptualizations as teachers.
The third research finding centers on the importance of self-reflection for this sample of
community teachers—both in this study, as well as benchmarks throughout their
lives—ultimately shaping and informing conceptualizations of self, their teaching pedagogy, and
praxis.
The study’s overall research findings are presented as retratos—individualized portraits
of each of the study’s teacher-participants—by weaving collective knowledge alongside teacher
life stories.
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Chapter 1 | An Introduction to…
New York City Urban Education/al Research
Urban education is a discipline and field of study that generally focuses on populated
metropolitan cities, like New York City, and the public education of their communities. Although
the first public school, in what would become the United States, was established in Boston,
Massachusetts in 1635, the focused attention and study of “urban education” is relatively new
and emerging. In fact, the Urban Education Program at The Graduate School and University
Center of the City University of New York, a public research institution and post-graduate
university in New York City, is one of the first formalized doctoral programs focused on urban
education, and in 2020, celebrated its first 20th year anniversary.
Within our field, equity-minded practitioners, educators, researchers, and scholars of
urban education have a particular invested interest and focus on discourses—which are larger
culturally, socially, and politically situated discussions—in diversity, inclusion, equity,
accountability, anti-racism, and social justice. Like other social sciences––which are the
scientific studies of human society and social relationships––urban education researchers and
social scientists often identify discourses in connection to larger sociopolitical issues as their
research topics and research subjects of interest.
In particular, we seek to address social inequalities that impact and threaten the most
marginalized, intentionally exploited, underserved, under-resourced, understudied, systematically
excluded, institutionally oppressed, and unduly forgotten. In many ways, this is how and why
researchers and social scientists enter ongoing discourses: to bring attention to in hopes to
address a particular phenomenon. We do so in order to not stay in a state of helplessness, but
1

rather, as a way of understanding a problem or addressing a lacuna––an absence, gap, unfilled
space, or blind spot––that we may have unique insights into, frameworks to help understand
deeper, and may even have the agency to solve.
Within this aim, a vast majority of past and current urban educational research has often
been student-centered, with the central aim to improve the success and outcomes of
students—understandably and rightfully so. In the Urban Education Program at The Graduate
Center, for example, researchers and scholars have tackled capturing and describing an infinite
range of unique social phenomena throughout this city. Some examples include: how a group of
Latino male students from the Bronx transition from high school to college;1 how bilingual
middle schoolers at a school in Washington Heights, Manhattan learn to code;2 how middle
schoolers in a bilingual writing workshop in the upper east side of Manhattan write about themes
of release and resistance as a way to express their deep senses of self;3 how the people of El
Barrio in Harlem engage in varied forms of navigation and strategies of survivance to resist
conditions of dominance and surveillance;4 how Black parents in Brooklyn are impacted by
racial politics in discourses of elementary school choice for their child/ren;5 and this research
study, which examines the lived experiences of a group of local Afro-Caribbean and Latina
public school teachers and community teachers who both attended and taught in schools in
Queens.
In short, while comparatively small in its geographical footprint, compared to the larger
state, New York City, and all of its five boroughs, have indeed provided a rich research hub and
1

Carrion, A. (2014). "From the BX to a BA: Latino Male Students and the Transition from High School to College"
Vogel, S. (2020). "Translanguaging About, With, and Through Code and Computing: Emergent Bi/multilingual
Middle Schoolers Forging Computational Literacies""
3
Espana, C. (2017). "Escribiendo Para Desahogarme: Release and Resistance in a Middle School Bilingual Writing
Workshop"
4
Mayorga, E. (2017). "Dominance & Survivance: Urban Latino Communities and Education in Racial Neoliberal
Urbanism"
5
Allen, S. (2017). "The Racial Politics of Elementary School Choice for Black Parents Living in Brooklyn, NY"
2
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landscape; full of opportunities to seek, understand, generate knowledge, and create meaningful
impact.
The State of New York and New York City’s Public Schools
In the State of New York there are a total of 731 districts, which are areas of a particular
city. Within the state’s districts, there are a total of 4,411 public schools and 359 charter schools.
The breakdown of the types of schools throughout the State of New York is as follows: a total of
686 preschools, 1043 elementary schools, 678 middle schools, and 678 high schools. According
to the New York State Education Department (NYSED), 6 there are a total of 2,512,973
kindergarten-to-twelfth grade (K–12) total public school students in the State of New York.
Students range in ages: as young as four and five-year-olds in kindergarten, and up to the age of
twenty-one years old in high school (which is the maximum allowed in both the city and state).
In New York City’s public school system, which is the largest school district in the
United States, there are a total of 1852 New York City public schools. In the 2020 – 2021 school
year,7 New York City’s Department of Education (NYCDOE) 8 approximates having a total of
1,094,138 students total. Within this vast population, NYCDOE approximates that 138,648
students are in charter schools, 13.3 percent of students are English Language Learners, 20.8
percent are students labeled as having disabilities, and 73 percent are described as economically
disadvantaged. In terms of race and ethnicity, 40.8 percent of students are Latinx, 24.7 percent
are Black, 16.5 percent are Asian, and 14.8 percent are white. 9 In the last decade, Latinx young
people/students have been the racial demographic majority of the city’s total public school

6

Source: NYSED Data Site
Note: 2021-2022 data was not available at the time this research study and dissertation was written.
8
Source: DOE Data at a Glance (2021-2022)
9
Source: NYSED Data Site
7
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student population, currently at 41 percent.10
According to the Office of the New York State Comptroller—the state’s chief fiscal
officer, who ensures that state and local governments use taxpayer money effectively and
efficiently to promote the common good—New York City public school teachers make up the
largest category of the city’s full-time employees (one-quarter of the city’s full-time workforce)
with 77,160 teachers on the payroll as of November 2021; a decline of 2.5 percent since June
2020.
According to the New York State Education Department (NYSED) latest data, in the
State of New York, there are approximately 212,296 public school teachers total. Within this
state total, 43.2 percent of teachers are described as white, 27 percent as Latinx, 17.1 percent as
Black, 9.6 percent as Asian, 2.4 percent as multiracial, and 0.7 as Native American and Native
Alaskan. Therefore, in New York City, the 17 percent of Latinx public school teachers is a
significantly smaller population, compared to the city’s 40 percent total of Latinx public school
students. Furthermore, there are 17 percent of Black teachers, compared to the 22 percent of
Black students, and 7 percent of Asian teachers, compared to 18 percent of Asian students. 11 In
short, white teachers continue to outnumber the city’s total population of teachers of Color,
despite students of Color continuing to be the total majority of the city’s public school student
demographic.
It should be noted that both New York’s state and city departments of education utilize
outdated and antiquated terminologies. For example, 77 percent of the city’s public school
teachers are labeled by NYCDOE as women, operating in the antiquated female and male binary
sex/gender categorical system. All East and South Asians are grouped together as one racial

10
11

Source: DOE Data at a Glance
Source: Educator Diversity Report (2019)
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demographic. People of the Latin Americas are regarded as Hispanic, instead of Latino/a or
Latinx. Black is written in lowercase. It should also be noted that the last available data on New
York City’s public school teacher demographics is from the State of New York’s Education
Department’s 2019 Educator Diversity Report.12 Furthermore, NYCDOE only ever includes
student data on its official website and data reports, and never includes teacher data—perhaps
even purposely.
An Educational Crossroad Before the COVID-19 Pandemic
In early 2020, during the conceptualization and planning of this research study, a global
pandemic—referred to as the COVID-19 pandemic—was caused by an airborne virus. This virus
and pandemic impacted, shaped, and reshaped every possible facet of domestic and international
life—including and especially public schools. As a result, the pandemic resulted in a 2.5 percent
decline in public school teachers since the end of the school year in June 2020.
In February 2022, the Office of the New York State Comptroller—the office that oversees
and ensures that state and local taxpayer monies are utilized effectively and efficiently—released
their report: “Impact of the Pandemic on New York City’s Municipal Workforce.” 13 Essentially
the report follows and documents the first two years of the pandemic. More specifically, it found
that NYCDOE lost 1,992 teachers between June 2020 and November 2021, which is the
aforementioned 2.5 percent decrease, wherein teachers and school staff reported extensive
burnout due to a variety of disruptions and challenges to the profession of teaching and
classroom instruction. This means that nearly 2,000 public school teachers left New York City’s
public schools and/or the teaching profession during the pandemic. Furthermore, the number of

12
13

Source: Educator Diversity Report (2019)
Source: Impact of the Pandemic on New York City's Municipal Workforce (2022)
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paraprofessionals and teaching assistants that also left during this time decreased by a total of 15
percent, which is a loss of 3,851 employees.
Despite these drastic declines and losses, the Office of the New York State Comptroller
seemed optimistic, in retrospect, that there were opportunities for self-reflection, growth, and
long-term impact. The office stated: “The decline in staffing presents an opportunity for the City
to re-examine its workforce and to restructure how its programs and services are delivered, in
order to achieve efficiencies without the need for layoffs or service cuts.”14 While recognizing
the necessary need for city-wide re-examinations, the office did not provide specific or actual
realized opportunities in the pandemic aftermath. In particular, opportunities to learn from public
school teachers and staff in order to improve the current and future of public schools and
education during local, national, and global crises.
Furthermore, this particular report failed to acknowledge or account for two major shifts
already occurring in the decade prior to the pandemic and leading right up to it—both
sociopolitically and in the field of urban education. In the first half of the last decade, roughly
between the years 2009 to 2013, there was already a mass exodus of teachers of Color,15
emerging documentation of why teachers of Color quit,16 which ultimately led to the teachers of
Color disappearance crisis.17 Altogether, these strands led to the second half of the last decade,
roughly between the years 2013 to 2018, and the (re)emergence of the central question: where
are the teachers of Color?18 These dual ends to the same rope enabled the already moving wheels
in motion that continued the decline and mass exodus of the city’s public school teachers, and in
particular, teachers of Color—before, during, and after the pandemic.
14

Source: Educator Diversity Report December (2019)
See: Teachers of Color Reading List
16
Source: Why Teachers of Color Quit - The Atlantic
17
Source: Response: The Teachers of Color 'Disappearance Crisis' - EdWeek Opinion
18
Source: Where Are the Teachers of Color? - The New York Times
15
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Culturally Relevant Pedagogy and the Journey to Culturally Responsive-Sustaining Teaching

While some have just begun wondering where are the teachers of Color, as it relates to
best practices, or praxis, for teaching students of Color in public schools in metropolitan cities,
Black practitioners, teacher educators, theorists, scholars, and community organizers have a long
history of asking and addressing this central question. White America was just not listening.
Throughout the last three decades Black scholars like Gloria Ladson-Billings (1994); Geneva
Gay (2000); Peter C. Murrell (2000); David E. Kirkland (2001); Linda Darling-Hammond
(2004); Lisa Delpit (2006); Ernest Morrell (2008), among many others, have focused on the
multicultural education needs of schools in urban communities and generated a wealth of
research and scholarship collectively referred to as culturally relevant teaching. This asset-based
approach to a teacher’s art of teaching, or pedagogy, and praxis is grounded in teachers engaging
and displaying their own cultural competency and skill mastery at teaching in cross-cultural and
multicultural settings, such as metropolitan cities and their public schools, like New York City,
are known to be.
In the early 1990s, theorist, curriculum scholar and expert, and teacher educator, Gloria
Ladson-Billings, coined and introduced the term and framework of culturally relevant pedagogy
to our field. Ladson-Billings asserted that: “…culturally relevant teaching is a pedagogy that
empowers students intellectually, socially, emotionally, and politically by using cultural
references to impart knowledge, skills, and attitudes” (1994, p. 17–18). More specifically,
culturally relevant pedagogy and teaching were a call-to-task for all to recognize, capitalize, and
maximize the contributions of Black American student-learners. In order to do so, it was
necessary to relate and connect student-learners, and their own rich linguistic, cultural, and home
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experiences to their learning, schools, and classrooms.
Similarly, professor of urban education, Geneva Gay, offered that: “…culturally relevant
teaching uses the cultural knowledge, prior experiences, frames of reference, and performance
styles of ethnically diverse students to make learning more relevant and effective” (2002, p. 112).
The reason for this attuned focus is because of the historical exclusion of the knowledge
production and contributions of Black Americans in American public schools: both because of
the histories of American and global slavery, as well as the enduring false Euro-centric and white
ideologies that have historically dominated and created American curricula, informed teacher
recruitment, preparation, and instruction. Ladson-Billings’ theorization of culturally relevant
teaching informed culturally responsive teaching, as coined by Gay (2000). Both together these
theories articulated the necessary shifts in pedagogy, which is the knowledge about the
instruction of teaching, and praxis, which is the doing of teaching as a reflexive practice, needed
to, first, better serve the needs of Black student-learners. Second, the ever-growing multi and
cross-cultural emerging realities of public schools in metropolitan cities and their students.
In the field of urban education, culturally relevant teaching and culturally responsive
pedagogy are now referred to as culturally sustaining pedagogy, which in addition to focusing on
teacher pedagogy and praxis, also calls to action to all stakeholders in urban education, including
public schools, their teachers, and curricula. Culturally sustaining pedagogy is a recognition of
public school students as cultural beings, with multiple forms and kinds of capital, including
home life, cultural, linguistic, and creative knowledge, all of which their teachers, classrooms,
and teaching instructions need to recognize and capitalize on. Chicana, critical theorist, and
professor, Tara J. Yosso (2005), refers to this teaching worldview and positionality as community
cultural wealth:

8

…community cultural wealth as a critical race theory (CRT) challenge to traditional
interpretations of cultural capital. CRT shifts the research lens away from a deficit view
of Communities of Color as places full of cultural poverty disadvantages, and instead
focuses on and learns from the array of cultural knowledge, skills, abilities and contacts
possessed by socially marginalized groups that often go unrecognized and
unacknowledged.
Various forms of capital nurtured through cultural wealth include aspirational,
navigational, social, linguistic, familial and resistant capital. These forms of capital draw
on the knowledges Students of Color bring with them from their homes and communities
into the classroom.
This CRT approach to education involves a commitment to develop schools that
acknowledge the multiple strengths of Communities of Color in order to serve a larger
purpose of struggle toward social and racial justice (p. 69).
Most recently in 2018, NYSED made a bold and historical commitment to centralize
culturally relevant teaching and sustaining frameworks as the policy for all public schools
throughout the state, as well as New York City, referred to as the “Culturally
Responsive-Sustaining Education Framework” (The CR-S Framework).19
The NYSED posits: “The CR-S Framework helps educators create student-centered
learning environments that: affirm racial, linguistic, and cultural identities; prepare students for
the rigor and independent learning; develop students’ abilities to connect across lines of
difference; elevate historically marginalized voices and empower students as agents of social
change.”20 David E. Kirkland, an urban education scholar, curriculum expert, and director of
New York University’s Metropolitan Center for Research on Equity and the Transformation of
Schools (NYU Metro Center), who helped develop and write The CR-S Framework, also agrees
and explains the importance of this historical policy, stating: “It was likely one of the most
important steps in New York State education history.” 21
The legacy of Gloria Ladson-Billings’ culturally relevant pedagogy and teaching is
19

Source: NYSED Culturally Responsive-Sustaining Education Framework (2018)
Source: NYSED Culturally Responsive-Sustaining Education Framework (2018)
21
Source: The New York State’s Culturally Responsive-Sustaining Education Framework (2019)
20
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important to this research study, situated in New York City and focused on Latina teachers, for
two reasons. In addition to informing and shaping current educational policy, they are understood
as best pedagogy and praxis, therefore potentially impacting the study’s research subjects as
public school teachers and community teachers. Furthermore, as all of the study’s participants
are currently within the twenty-nine (29) to forty-five (45) age range demographic, as well as
alumni of the city’s public schools and public educational system, it is also important to consider
how these teachers—las maestras—can potentially also be recipients, as student-learners, of the
same pedagogical model and framework, now as practitioners. For this research study, dualistic
experiences, such as these are important to articulate, consider, and think through.
Where Are the Teachers of Color?
It is now well known and documented that the American public teacher population has
historically and currently remains overwhelmingly racially white (81 percent) and “female” (76
percent).22 In 2011, the Center for American Progress Diversity, which is an independent,
nonpartisan policy institute, published their report: “Teacher Diversity Matters: A State-by-State
Analysis of Teachers of Color.”23 This report documents how teachers of Color, from all different
racial, ethnic, and cultural backgrounds, comprise only nineteen (19) percent of the total number
of the teaching force in American public schools, compared to the eighty-one (81) percent of
white teachers. In 2014, the Center for American Progress Diversity revisited its initial report
and findings in an updated report that concluded the following:
At some point over the next 10 to 12 years, the nation’s public school student body will
have no one clear racial or ethnic majority. In other words, students of Color—students
who are not classified as non-Hispanic whites, for purposes of this analysis—will
constitute more than half of our primary and secondary students…
22
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But the makeup of the nation’s teacher workforce force has not kept up with these
changing demographics. At the national level, students of Color make up more than 40
percent of the public school population. In contrast, teachers of Color—teachers who are
not non-Hispanic white—are only 17 percent of the teaching force.24
In the same year, Teachers Unite, which is an independent membership organization of
public school educators in New York City, published their own report: “The Disappearance of
Black and Latino/a Educators,”25 which focused specifically on the decline of public school
teachers of Color in New York City. Their findings are as follows:
While it is generally acknowledged that more Black and Latina/o teachers are needed in
New York City, the fact that the DOE is hiring fewer and fewer of these teachers is less
well known. After reviewing the data and testimony from teachers working in public
schools, we believe the gains that were previously made in attracting more Black and
Latina/o teachers to teaching are being erased, especially during the last decade.
(Teachers Unite, 2017, p. 2)
Therefore, while the cultural composition and populations of Black, Latinx, Asian, and
multi-racial students in American public schools have and will continue to steadily increase, the
number of non-white teachers in these schools has not drastically changed or kept up with these
changes. Teachers Unite concluded, rightfully so, the importance of a continued and sustained
interest in recruiting and retaining teachers of Color. Specifically, more Black and Latinx
teachers, as these are also the two racial demographic majorities of the city’s public schools’
student populations. In many ways, Teachers Unite’s report and positionality is a call-to-action
for more community teachers of Color, teachers that live and teach in their own local community,
which is the focus of this research study. Teachers Unite explains why this attuned focus:
It is important to hire and retain more Black and Latino teachers not because they are
technically better or worse than other teachers, but because they bring important
advantages that enhance the learning of low-income students of Color.
This is particularly the case when Black and Latino teachers are from communities like
24
25
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those in which low-income students live (2017, p. 3).
In short, in metropolitan cities and communities, there is an urgency for more community
teachers of Color, to increase the racial, ethnic, cultural, and linguistic diversity of the American
teacher workforce, and benefit public school students often when their lived and cultural
experiences are reflected in those as their teachers.
A Community Teacher Research Inspiration
-

Grow Your Own Programs

A well-known and effective strategy for recruiting local community teachers, or teachers
locally within a community, is Grow Your Own Teacher Programs (GYOPs),26 and one of the
main inspirations for this research study. GYOPs are developed, bridged, and sustained
partnerships between local school districts, public schools, community-based organizations, and
alternative learning spaces, such as local churches, community-based organizations, local
colleges, public libraries, and community learning centers. GYOPs are exemplary and effective
models for this research study on community teachers, as they have proven to connect the often
missing threads and connections between local communities, their local schools, and their local
teachers.
Historically, GYOPs emerged as localized responses, aimed to address and ease local
teacher shortages, through the hiring of local members from within the community, on a
short-term and temporary basis. In many ways, GYOPs are community-based methods of
addressing a particular community’s more immediate, localized, and urgent needs. More
increasingly, GYOPs have become alternative teacher recruitment initiatives and certification
methods. Specifically for Black, Latinx, and People of Color, GYOPs often offer varying entry
26
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pathways into teaching, the field, and the profession. For example, in order to support bilingual
and multilingual student-learners GYOPs often seek to hire paraprofessionals, support staff, and
after-school tutors that also speak and understand the same languages as a particular school’s
student population and reflect its local surrounding communities.
GYOPs emphasize connecting schools to their community, and as a result, have
community reflected also within schools, through the principle of “growing from one’s own
community.” In essence, GYOPs are designed to recruit, develop, and retain local people and
adult professionals, who are already known and actively involved as community members, in
potentially becoming local teachers. For example, GYOPs often seek local community members
who may not have initially considered teaching but may already be connected to a particular
school and its community. GYOPs provide potential, new, and emerging educators with
additional pedagogical support, supplementary instructional resources, professional connections
and introductions, and/or life and career support. In short, GYOPs embody community in
everything they do: lived experience, theory, teaching pedagogy, and praxis.
With that said, GYOPs are still often overlooked, in particular, as GYOPs relate to best
practices for teacher recruitment and teacher education in local metropolitan cities, such as New
York City. As urban education scholars, Conra D. Gist, Margarita Bianco, and Marvin Lynn
(2018) point out in their article: “Examining Grow Your Own Programs Across the Teacher
Development Continuum: Mining Research on Teachers of Color and Nontraditional Educator
Pipelines,” which reviews GYOPs state-wide and argues for such teacher preparation at the
policy level, and found that: “Although extensive research has documented the value Teachers of
Color (TOC) add to the profession (Villegas & Irvine, 2010), less focus has been given to
excavating the literature on what works and why as it relates to homegrown pathways for TOC”
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(p. 13). In short, there still remain gaps in the urban education research and literature, in terms of
rigorous, long-term, and sustained attention, connecting the effectiveness of GYOPs in dialogue
with the scholarship on teachers of Color and community teachers. For example, there has been
relatively zero interest or focus from the city’s department of education on the city’s alumni
teachers—public school students that both attended and now teach in the city’s public schools.
This research study seeks to call attention to, center, and focus on this specific teacher and
educator population.
Moreover, the current reality is that while state-specific examples of GYOPs, and other
community teacher recruitment and preparation models, have proven exemplary and effective,
GYOPs are rarely funded on a national level, therefore not a standardized reality for all. In New
York City, GYOPs are rarely recognized, few and far in between, if existing at all. One reason is
the astronomical cost of living in one of the top three most expensive American cities. This
material reality, along with a current post-pandemic economic inflation, presents financial
challenges and barriers that are real and materially situated for anyone interested in becoming a
state-certified teacher. So while NYCDOE states that: “All pedagogical DOE employees,
including teachers and school administrators, must maintain valid certification to remain
employed,”27 there is no financial support to make these expensive certifications affordable and
accessible to all. Plainly stated, both the city and state of New York fail at the policy level and
funding level to fiscally support all possible, qualified, and needed teacher candidates that need
financial support in order to become classroom practitioners.
In particular, this class reality impacts first-generation college graduates, formerly poor,
and working-class individuals that rely on, for example, teaching stipends that some more
traditional and state-funded certification programs at times provide. Furthermore, while these
27
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monetary stipends may at times be available, there is always a limited availability per academic
year and per graduating class, therefore becoming highly competitive and not a standardized
reality for all emerging practitioners, even if there is a need-based. Moreover, emerging teacher
educator candidates, who are both graduate students and recipients of such scholarships, are
often required to complete additional labor responsibilities and forms of intellectual work, while
programmatically often “strongly suggested and encouraged” not to hold other employment in
order to focus only on their coursework and teaching. Such real and materially situated class and
economic realities present structural barriers to the reality and possibility of the actualization of
community teachers and local community teaching in metropolitan cities like New York City.
-

The Community Teacher Framework (The CT Framework)
GYOPs are akin to the goals of recruiting local community teachers, as expressed in The

Community Teacher Framework (The CT Framework), conceptualized by urban education
theorist and teacher educator, the late Peter C. Murrell. The CT Framework—one of the main
inspirations for this research study—was developed through Murrell’s two seminal life works:
the article, “Community Teachers: A Conceptual Framework for Preparing Exemplary Urban
Teachers” (2001), and text, The Community Teacher: A New Framework for Effective Urban
Teaching (2000). In both, Murrell argued and demonstrated the need for more local community
teachers in “urban communities” as an example of one best praxis in supporting students of
Color in public schools in metropolitan cities.
The CT Framework is a conceptual and teacher praxis-oriented framework that is
community-centered. It relies on teachers from the community, community members, and
educational stakeholders to build partnerships and all collaborate together. The main goal of The
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CT Framework aimed to produce approaches to effective teacher education, teaching, and
learning, all in support of students of Color in metropolitan communities and public schools,
through community teaching and the sustainment of community teachers. What makes
community teachers unique? Murrell argues: “A significant part of this context is the candidate's
own cultural, political, and racial identity. These determine how central or peripheral they are
with respect to the core practices of a group or community that result in the successful
development of children and youth” (2001, p. 340). Another way said: there is a correlation
between whether or not a teacher reflects both the community they teach in as well as the lived
racialized and community-centered experiences of the students they teach.
There are three main takeaways from The CT Framework. First, public school students in
“urban metropolitan communities” do well often when teachers look like them and also come
from the same community they come from. Second, teachers that live in the community often
have better success with students if, when, and because they are of the same community. Third,
an increase in more local community teachers of Color often results in better education for local
public school students, their communities, and overall better success of public schools in
metropolitan cities.
At its time, The CT Framework challenged teacher education and preparation programs
in sourcing, recruiting, and training public school teachers in their own cultural
competencies—which are skills that lead to appropriate and effective communication with
people across cultures—via three tasks and goals. First, to develop and mobilize communities of
inquiry and practice relating to community involvement and community teaching. Second, to
increase the number of community teachers in their own local communities. Third, to produce
locally situated and contextualized knowledge of effective and best practices of local public
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schools in urban communities. Another way to understand The CT Framework can be
understood through its unique, generative, and cyclical approach: theory (learn about urban
communities), call-to-action (get more teachers from their own communities), and praxis (utilize
what is learned from community teachers to impact teacher education and teacher preparation).
The amalgamation of these three tasks and goals effectively together better serves “urban
communities,” public schools, and their young people/student-learners.
Haciendo Trenzas: Community Teacher Research Gaps and Contributions
As inspirational and helpful as The CT Framework, and Murrell’s research and
community teacher scholarship, are to this research study, there are several important things to
note and name. In the late 1990s and early 2000s—the time of Murrell’s community teacher
research—the focus on “multicultural education” and “multicultural proficient teaching,” was
both a relatively new focus in the preparation of public school teachers in metropolitan
communities. Essentially, it meant preparing an already overwhelmingly “white and female”
public school teacher population to “better teach” the “changing and ever-growing needs” of
American public schools, their students, and local family populations in “urban communities.”
While a necessary and critical intervention at the time, essentially an overall focus was a
reframing of “urban school teaching” that made American public school teaching more palatable
to some, and more specifically, to white America and white Americans. While Murrell’s
Community Teacher Framework also sought more community teachers of Color, what actualized
were primarily white people who teach in “urban public schools” and “urban communities” are
supported in becoming “culturally competent teachers.” For example, white teachers were
encouraged—not expected, demanded, or held accountably—to meet the emerging and
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ever-growing reality needs of non-white students who were racially, culturally, ethnically, and
linguistically rich and different from them and their lived experiences. What was missing at that
time, and even in the present day, is a more explicit interrogation of who becomes American
public school teachers, who do not or cannot, how does a white demographic majority maintain
its position in power in the teaching profession, and why?
At the time this research study was written between 2021 and 2022, it was important as a
reflexive exercise to imagine how Murrell’s community teacher focus, research, and scholarship
could potentially engage in dialogue in our current society and sociopolitical climate. Another
way said, to imagine a community-centered focus on community teachers and teaching, post the
multicultural education focus of the late 1990s and early 2000s, and during our current
COVID-19 pandemic, #BlackLivesMatter movement, and the socio-political war on Critical
Race Theory by white America and white conservative Americans. Perhaps today there would be
a more outwardly spoken demand for a complete uprooting and re-conceptualization of teacher
recruitment and preparation, one that is outside of the scope and focus of whiteness and
preparing white teachers. For example, perhaps today proposing a community-centered teacher
recruitment movement, with an affinity focus on teachers of Color only, could perhaps both be
more commonplace while also attacked if and when deemed as exclusionary to potential white
candidates, as seen in today’s day and age.
Therefore, unlike Murrell’s work, this research study’s interest and focus are solely on
non-white teachers, with little-to-no interest in knowledge production aimed beneficial to white
people/teachers. The greatest American writer, the late Toni Morrison, refers to this task as
writing outside the master narrative,28 which she describes as white male life. Morrison, herself,
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framed her own writing and novels as a refusal to write for white audiences,29 or for the
consumption and approval of the white gaze.30 Instead, Morrison wrote specifically for Black
people, her people. It is important to notice and name that this research study and forthcoming
writing echo and seek similar resistance and persistence. More specifically, to decenter the
overwhelming whiteness in educational research and literature, and of white teachers as research
subjects. These are the invisible hands and work of white supremacy that maintains white people
as gatekeepers and self-professed creators of history, knowledge, and expertise.
It is important to note and name that Murrell also explicitly advocated the need for more
teachers of Color as local community teachers, and twenty years later, this focus still remains
unfilled and remains the current task at hand. In this way, this research study, A Queens
Community Teacher Storytelling Project, aligns with Murrell’s historical preoccupations, as it is
focused on the lived experiences, pedagogical praxis, and expertise of a particular group of
Afro-Caribbean and Latina women who are teachers of their own communities. Furthermore,
what makes this research study particularly unique is its focus on community teachers of Color,
who are also alumni of the same or similar schools as those of their students and communities.
This knowledge production is also unique as it is achieved through the stories written by them,
and is intended for the same population as its research subjects and participants: people of Color
who are also public school teachers and community teachers. As mentioned previously, this kind
of specificity is critical to name in undoing erasure, disrupting the status quo, and addressing the
gaps that remain in the field of urban educational research.
With all these limitations and gaps having been articulated, this research study recognizes
how its conceptualization is made possible because of the lineage of urban education community
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members, practitioners, theorists, teacher educators, researchers, and scholars—like
Murrell—who have carved their own paths of inquiry, and as a result, the legacies of their work
and theorizings expanded the possibility for additional and different paths of inquiry to follow.
This research study seeks to address this gap by providing qualitative narrative research and
scholarship about a particular group of Afro-Caribbean and Latina public school and community
teachers, through their own words, lenses, and perspectives.
Dualistic Diversity Discrepancies: Teacher Data and NYC Student Body
As previously mentioned, in the two decades before and right up to the cusp of the
emerging COVID-19 pandemic, there were several socio-political movements and moving parts
relating to American public school teaching and the urban education field. Specifically, there was
an educational crossroad before the COVID-19 Pandemic, including an already mass exodus of
teachers of Color leaving the classroom and teaching profession, followed then by a national
wondering and questioning of where the teachers of Color are, which led to a mission to recruit
more teachers of Color. In 2020, The Daily News—an American newspaper based in New York
City—asserted and concluded: “NYC teaching force has grown less white —but still doesn’t
match the student body, city data shows.” The data this news reporting is referring to was the
2019 report: “School Diversity in NYC,”31 which explains the mandated legislation from the City
Council of five separate bills that together sought to understand and “bring diversity” to NYC
Schools.
For example, some of the most well-known teacher recruitment initiatives and alternative
certification programs based in New York City 32 that specifically recruit for this city’s “urban
31
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communities” are within the Teach NYC network,33 which are all connected to The City
University of New York (CUNY)—the city’s public colleges and higher education institutions.
Some of these include The NYC Teaching Fellows, NYC DOE Urban Teacher Residency, NYC
Teaching Collaborative, Pathways to PE, and NYC Men Teach, among others. While all intended
to “diversify” the city’s teacher population demographic, in similar and different ways, it is
important to note that none are community-based specific, in their alternative certifications,
pathways, or imagined teacher recruitment and preparation options. Furthermore, none of them
focus on alumni community teachers: candidates who are alumni of the city’s public schools and
educational system.
What both the newspaper and report failed to mention were two simultaneous major
realities and discrepancies. First, when the city’s former mayor, Bill de Blasio, took office in
2014, the percentage of white teachers dipped slightly from fifty-nine (59) percent to fifty-six
(56) percent in the 2020 school year, a total of less than three (3) percent before de Blasio left
office. In short, the goal to recruit more teachers of Color became a task and goal that was and
still remains unfulfilled and unrealized. Second, state officials stated that the additional hiring of
teachers of Color has accounted for almost the entire expansion of the teaching force since 2014.
More specifically, the total population of teachers of Color in the city grew by 3,400 new
teachers, the percentage of men of Color that became public school teachers increased from eight
(8) percent in 2014 to fourteen (14) percent in 2020, and that the number of teachers overall grew
to three thousand five hundred (3,500) new teachers.
Therefore, despite both these points, the data has shown and proven that while the city’s
public school teacher pool is slightly less white, public school teachers are still far more likely to
be white than the students they are tasked to teach—who are majority Black, Latinx, and Asian
33
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across all New York City’s public schools. This is the case even when the city’s pool of teachers
of Color are also similarly reflective as the city’s public school students, and even alumni of the
city’s educational system.
Statement of the Problem
In New York City, Latinx people that are public school teachers account for only twelve
(12) percent of the city’s total public school teacher population. This makes Latinx teachers one
of two racial demographic majorities, in addition to Black teachers, who are at around the same
twelve (12) percent, and Asian teachers who are at around seven (7) percent of this total. 34
The problem is, as this research study sees it, that while Latinx public school students are
forty-one (41) percent of the city’s total public school student demographic, Latinx teachers
account for only twelve (12) percent of the city’s total public school teacher population.35 This
means there are not nearly enough Latinx teachers in New York City for each and all of its public
school students who are Latinx to have at least one Latinx teacher consistently, if not more, every
year, let alone in every teaching subject, throughout their K-12 education.
This is a problem in terms of cultural representation, as students learn and can find
inspiration from culturally aligned role models, as Murrell’s research concludes, and as Teachers
Unite found and argues in their research: “It is important to hire and retain more Black and
Latino teachers not because they are technically better or worse than other teachers, but because
they bring important advantages that enhance the learning of low-income students of Color. This
is particularly the case when Black and Latino teachers are from communities like those in which
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low-income students live” (Teachers Unite, 2017, p. 3).
In short, in New York City and its public schools, the need for more local community
teachers—that reflect both the students' cultural compositions as well as the local school
communities, where students and their families live and are from—is critical and urgent. In other
words, the need for more community teachers of Color. Furthermore, the shortage of Latinx
teachers is itself the problem, and therefore the recruitment, hiring, sustaining, and ongoing
support of Latinx teachers is the practical solution. A lack of specialized attention and intentional
research focusing on Latinx teachers only maintains a status quo and further erasure, rather than
interrogating and disrupting the problem.
As previously mentioned, urban educational research focuses on identifying problems
and gaps within the field and disciplines, known as the statement of the problem. Related to this
study’s focus, the problem is the fact that there is a systemic shortage and lack of representation
of public school teachers that match and reflect the cultural composition of the majority of the
city’s public student population. Therefore a research study that focuses on understanding
solutions to these issues and problems is equally important and needed. Similarly, the currently
missing data of New York City’s teachers who are also alumni of the city’s public schools and
educational system: alumni-teachers. Or even the data on what public school students do
post-graduation in general, are also problems that need to be studied and paid attention to in
order to resolve.
Having said that, this research study situates and frames its research focus in the
alternative narrative, or counternarrative, within the problem identified. More specifically, the
study focuses on the city’s Latinx people that do become the city’s local public school teachers
and community teachers, and who also teach Latinx public school students.
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Designing Research Questions
There are many possible approaches to designing research questions in order to learn
more about this research study’s intended research population and research subjects. The range
and scope of possible research questions would all lead to different paths of inquiry, and yield
their own unique and interesting findings. Though the landscape was rich in opportunity, the
blank canvas to design studiable research questions for research on Latinx teachers could have
been easily overwhelmed.
American sociologist, educator, and professor Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot—who pioneered
the method of inquiry this research study is inspired by—argues that before all else, it is
important for a study’s researcher to identify the “burning questions” that spark curiosity,
passion, and true interest related to a study’s topic and focus. Lawrence-Lightfoot (2016) writes
about this process of locating burning questions as it relates to advising her doctoral students.
I always tell my students that they should begin framing their research by identifying
their burning question. What is it that you are really curious about? What do you want to
know and pursue? What truly interests you? Identifying the burning question should
come before asking, “How am I going to study this? What are the methodologies I’m
going to use? What’s the literature I’m going to cite?”
It’s good to start with the thing that really grabs you, troubles you, puzzles you. And then
you move from that to designing a researchable question. As we make the move from the
burning question to the researchable question, inquiry always narrows.
In some ways, it may feel impoverished because there are a lot of important questions
and problems that cannot be answered through empirical research. Usually, when I get to
the point in the process where I have identified a research question, I begin to search out
the relevant literature and ask myself, “What is the broader discourse saying? Where
might my work fit into the larger scholarly and public conversations?”
I’m always interested in asking the question that hasn’t been asked before or asking the
question that remains unanswered (p. 22).
Essentially at this study’s heart core is the desire to understand how public school teachers see
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themselves in relation to their schooling, public schools, and their communities: in the past as
students, throughout their lives as lifelong community members, and currently as practitioners
and educators. The burning question this study identifies as not being asked is whether or not the
specific accumulation of life experiences of being uniquely both alumni students and teachers of
New York City public schools, as well as active community members, have shaped or impacted
local Latinx teachers—and if so, how? Another way said: this research study is a story about a
particular group of Afro-Caribbean and Latina public school students that became the city’s local
public school teachers and community teachers.
In urban education research situated in and about New York City public schools, there is
rarely discourse, focus, or collective thinking on the duality of lived experiences between
students and teachers. More specifically, the similarities, differences, intersections, and
overlapping parallels between Latinx young people/students that attend New York City’s public
school in dialogue with the city’s local Latinx teachers that teach them. This is a unique
phenomenon worthy of study.
Moreover, this research study finds the metaphors and analogies of mirrors, reflections,
and parallels in thinking about parallel and overlapping identities and experiences between
Latinx students and their Latinx teachers as mirrors, reflections, and parallels for two reasons.
First, mirrors are reflective surfaces, which give insight into what is being reflected. Second, is
the relationship between mirrors and the viewer, who can look closer and more deeply into a
reflection, or also choose to look away if the image that is reflected, or mirror reflection, is not
desired or wants to be seen.
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The Study’s Research Questions
For the purpose of this research study and dissertation there are two overarching research
questions that frame and guide the study. Question one (1): how do the histories and lived
experiences of New York City’s local Latinx teachers influence (inform) conceptualizations of
their identity as public school teachers and community teachers? Question two (2): how do their
lived histories and lived experiences influence (inform) their pedagogy and teaching praxis?
In the first research question, histories, and lived experiences refer to the experiences and
events in a person’s life. Conceptualization refers to the action or process of forming an idea of
something, and specific to this study, understanding in relation to one’s self. Community teachers
refer to teachers that are from, live, and teach in their own local communities. What this question
ultimately seeks to understand and uncover is a correlation, if any at all, between what public
school teachers have lived and experienced and how they identify as being teachers from their
own communities—and if so, how and why?
In the second research question, influence refers to what impacts or shapes one’s beliefs
and actions. Pedagogy refers to a teacher’s own beliefs and theories on best teaching practices.
Praxis refers to how theory materializes, specifically in a teacher’s own practice of their own
beliefs and theories via their own teaching. In short, praxis is a dialogical process of
self-reflection on practice, experience, and theory. What this question seeks to understand and
uncover is a correlation, if any at all, between what public school teachers have lived and
experienced and how they understand and do their teaching—and if so, how and why?

26

Dissertation Roadmap
Summary
A Queens Community Teacher Storytelling Project is a life history through a storytelling
project about a particular group of local public school teachers and community teachers,
homegrown in this city, and stories about their lives as told in their own words and writings. As a
qualitative research study, I studied how a teacher’s life experiences and lived expertise relate to
their conceptualizations of self, teaching pedagogy, and teaching praxis, primarily through a
narrative analysis of their oral stories and self-reflexive writings about their lives, also referred to
as storytelling and life stories. In order to achieve the storytelling project and research study
goals, this dissertation thesis and writing have been organized in the following ways.
Chapter 1 focuses on introducing the relevant historical background and current context
that sets the stage for the importance and relevance of research on Latinx people who are
community teachers and alumni of the city’s public schools, which altogether, informed this
study’s research focus, research questions, and research goals.
Chapter 2 focuses on the study’s theoretical framework, which is the foundation that
supports, informs, and guides research and researchers, and brings together the literature,
theories, voices, knowledge, lenses, and analytical tools that inform this storytelling project and
research study.
Chapter 3 focuses on describing and explaining this study’s methodology, which is the
organized plan for research, and more specifically, the inspiration for its main method of inquiry,
which is the approach to research.
Chapter 4 focuses on describing and explaining this study’s research design, which are
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the strategies and decision-making designed to carry out research and to answer a study’s
research questions.
Chapter 5 focuses on describing and explaining this study’s qualitative data—which are
types and kinds of rich information not easily measurable, for example, by quantitative
numbers—and its data collection methods—which are the processes of gathering and measuring
the rich information of interest.
Chapter 6 focuses on describing and explaining this study’s qualitative methods of data
reading, data coding, and data analysis, or the methods and processes of reading, analyzing, and
understanding the rich information collected.
Chapters 7–11 focus on presenting the storytelling project and research study’s findings,
presented as written and individualized portraits of the study’s teacher-participants, referred to as
retratos, one chapter per each teacher of the study.
Chapter 12, the conclusion chapter, focuses on exploring and articulating the study’s
overall limitations, revisits each teacher portrait—retratos—to offer understandings, summaries,
and lessons learned, articulates the study’s implications, recommendations, and contributions,
reflects on the purpose and importance of life stories, and concludes with an offering of a praxis
of how to move forward.
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Chapter 2 | The Study’s Theoretical Framework — Braiding Collective Knowledge
Guiding the Study
An Introduction to…Braiding Collective Knowledge
The following chapter focuses on the study’s theoretical framework, which is the
collective knowledge and foundation that supports, informs, and guides research and researchers.
The purpose of this collection of writing is to introduce, outline, and bring together the literature,
theories, voices, knowledge, lenses, and analytical tools that shaped A Queens Community
Teacher Storytelling Project.
This study’s collection of teorias, theories, and collective knowledge were selected for
three main reasons. First, they are all interdisciplinarily situated across fields and
disciplines—including literature, law, urban education, sociology, Black feminist studies, and
Chicana feminist studies—that relate to human beings and describe a range of lived experiences.
For example, how aspects of a person's identities and lived experiences dialogue, intersect, and
overlap with societal structural systems of power. Second, they all cross-relate with critical
theory, which is a social philosophy that argues that societal problems are influenced and created
by societal structures, for example, cultural assumptions, rather than by individual choices and
factors. Third, they all provide language to articulate lived experiences, as well as a range of
analytical tools and lenses, and articulations of human lived experiences.
In the following sections, we first reflect on theory, or categorical systems of ideas, and
explain the need for teorias, or collective knowledge. We discuss Borderlands Theory, which
postulates how the understudied, systematically marginalized, and intentionally exploited
communities, navigate through lived experiences and the world while occupying all their
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identities at once and all at the same time. We discuss Intersectionality Theory, which postulates
that the understudied, systematically marginalized, and intentionally exploited people and
communities exist at the nexus and axes of their lived experiences, and in dialogue with systems
of power and privilege. We discuss Storytelling and Counternarratives, which are alternative
narratives of the lived experiences of the understudied, systematically marginalized, and
intentionally exploited people and communities. We conclude with Haciendo Trenzas, which
refers to the braiding of identities and lived experiences together as a sum of all its parts.
Through reflexivity, or the praxis of reflection, the hope for this collection of writing is to
exemplify haciendo trenzas: a threading and braiding together of voices, lived experiences, and
expertise towards a collective knowledge.
The Study’s Theoretical Framework: Teorias, Theories, and Collective Knowledge
An Introduction to…Teorias—Theory
In the social sciences, a theory is often described as a system of ideas and beliefs
intended to explain something, based on general principles independent of whatever is being
explained. For example, in the popular group and party game of Charades, one main player at a
time embodies, performs, or acts out the syllables of a word or phrase, while the other players
attempt to guess what it is. These guesses are typically informed by the visual, physical, cues,
and gestures from the main player, who performs also based on their own understanding or
general knowledge. These can either be specific to a particular group demographic or as a
general human experience. As in this example of this game, similarly, this research study
understands theory as lived and embodied knowledge—both highly individualized, while also
commonly shared between people—all at once. In short, theory is embodied, lived, and
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experiential knowledge.
In the introduction to Making Face, Making Soul/Haciendo Caras: Creative and Critical
Perspectives by Feminists of Color (1990)36 the anthology’s editor—cultural and linguistic
theorist, Gloria E. Anzaldúa—describes individualized understandings of theory, and the need to
reframe it as teorias, which is a set of collective knowledge. Anzaldúa explains:
Theory originally meant a mental viewing, an idea or mental plan of the way to do
something, and a formulation of apparent relationships or underlying principles of certain
observed phenomena which had been verified to some degree.
To have theory meant to hold considerable evidence in support of a formulated general
principle explaining the operation of certain phenomena.
Theory is then a set of knowledge (1990, p. xxv).
Directing her focus to an audience of readers and writers, who are also women of Color,
Anzaldúa explains this need to reframe theory as teorias through the lens of how theory relates
differently to her based on the intersections and sum of her identities. As a Chicana, lesbian,
activist, and writer, who was also a prolific scholar, theorist, and academic, Anzaldúa’s lived
experiences intersected across gender, race, class, sexuality, language, and education. As a result,
Anzaldúa writes:
What is considered theory in the dominant academic community is not necessarily what
counts as theory for women-of-color…
Some of this knowledge has been kept from us—entry into some professions and
academia denied us…
Because we are not allowed to enter discourse, because we are often disqualified and
excluded from it, because what passes for theory these days is forbidden territory for us,
it is vital that we occupy theorizing space, that we not allow white men and women solely
to occupy it (1990, p. xxv).
Anzaldúa’s point about occupying the spaces not made or intended for “us” to transform
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An anthology, which gathers a collection of voices, experiences, and unique writings written for and by women of
Color, and edited by Anzaldúa.
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these spaces is a result of the intersections and sum of her lived experiences, for example, having
navigated through academic and theorizing spaces, literary and publishing circles, which have
historically and still remain white-male dominated and wealthy white female majority. As a
result, Anzaldúa argued that theory—as well as academic writing, language, and tools of analysis
in the American academy—relate differently to different people, and women of Color, in
particular. Anzaldúa writes: “ “High” theory does not translate well when one's intention is to
communicate to masses of people made up of different audiences. We need to give up the notion
that there is a “correct” way to write theory…If we have been gagged and disempowered by
theories, we can also be loosened and empowered by theories” (2002, p. xxv).
Anzaldúa both argued and offered for a reframing of theory as teorias: collective
knowledge that both reflects how societies and their people see, relate, engage, and navigate in
and to the world. Anzaldúa writes:
Thus we need teorias that will enable us to interpret what happens in the world, that will
explain how and why we relate to certain people in specific ways, that will reflect what
goes on between inner, outer and peripheral “I”s within a person and between the
personal “I”s and the collective “we” of our ethnic communities.
Necesitamos teorias that will rewrite history using race, class, gender and ethnicity as
categories of analysis, theories that cross borders, that blur boundaries—new kinds of
theories with new theorizing methods.
We need theories that will point out ways to maneuver between our particular experiences
and the necessity of forming our own categories and theoretical models for the patterns
we uncover.
We need theories that examine the implications of situations and look at what's behind
them. And we need to find practical applications for those theories.
We need to de-academize theory and to connect the community to the academy.
(1990, p. xxv - xxvi)
Anzaldúa argues, and this study agrees, that teorias should both reflect the world, while also
transforming it, and becoming changed, as a person and as people, as a result: “Theory produces
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effects that change people and the way they perceive the world” (1990, p. xxv).
Borderlands Theory

One of Anzaldúa’s canonical and seminal life works is her semi-autobiographical book
Borderlands/La Frontera: The New Mestiza, which was published in the late 1980s/early 1990s,
and remains relevant and well regarded in the present day. The main focus of Borderlands is both
an examination and meditation on displacement, and how they intersect with identity and place
in the world. Anzaldúa utilizes the term borderlands, first, to describe both the physical and
geographical borders between the United States and Mexico—her cultural heritage. Second,
borderlands extend to the displacement of Chicanx, and Latinx people, within the American
experience. Anzaldúa describes borderlands as “…the psychological borderlands, the sexual
borderlands, and the spiritual borderlands” (2002, p. 19) which manifest into reality “…wherever
two or more cultures edge each other, where people of different races occupy the same territory,
where under, lower, middle and upper classes touch, where the space between two individuals
shrinks with intimacy” (2002, p. 19).
Anzaldúa also uses an example of how human skin heals once cut to personify
borderlands as both physical borders and the conceptualization of borderlands as a theory/teoria.
Anzaldúa writes:
The U.S.-Mexican border es una herida abierta where the Third World grates against the
first and bleeds. And before a scab forms it hemorrhages again, the lifeblood of two
worlds merging to form a third country—a border culture.
Borders are set up to define the places that are safe and unsafe, to distinguish us from
them. A border is a dividing line, a narrow strip along a steep edge.
A borderland is a vague and undetermined place created by the emotional residue of an
unnatural boundary. It is in a constant state of transition (2002, p. 25).
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As a result, borders and borderlands are in fact unstabilized, non-linear, messy, and incongruent,
difficult to contain or define, as people are all of their identities, in all places and spaces, all at
the same time. This is an example of existing and living in the borderlands. Anzaldúa explains:
“Living on borders and in margins, keeping intact one's shifting and multiple identity and
integrity, is like trying to swim in a new element, an ‘alien’ element” (Anzaldúa, 2002, p. 19). As
a result, there are often subsequent “third spaces” in-between borderlands and borderland
experiences.
Anzaldúa’s theory of the borderlands was highly influenced by American sociologist,
historian, and civil rights activist, W.E.B. Du Bois, and his theory of Double Consciousness. This
theory articulates how, throughout American history, Black Americans have often experienced an
internal “two-ness” as a result of the external factors and material realities of living and existing
in an oppressive American society. Du Bois utilized the metaphor of a veil to describe a before
and after of the awareness of a double existence, which he referred to as double consciousness.
Du Bois writes:
It dawned upon me with a certain suddenness that I was different from the others; or like,
mayhap, in heart and life and longing, but shut out from their world by a vast veil…
It is a peculiar sensation, this double-consciousness, this sense of always looking at one’s
self through the eyes of others, of measuring one’s soul by the tape of a world that looks
on in amused contempt and pity.
One ever feels his two-ness,—an American, a Negro; two souls, two thoughts, two
unreconciled strivings; two warring ideals in one dark body, whose dogged strength alone
keeps it from being torn asunder.
The history of the American Negro is the history of this strife — this longing to attain
self-conscious manhood, to merge his double self into a better and truer self.
In this merging he wishes neither of the older selves to be lost. He does not wish to
Africanize America, for America has too much to teach the world and Africa. He
wouldn't bleach his Negro blood in a flood of white Americanism, for he knows that
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Negro blood has a message for the world.
He simply wishes to make it possible for a man to be both a Negro and an American
without being cursed and spit upon by his fellows, without having the doors of
opportunity closed roughly in his face (Du Bois in The Atlantic, 1897).
Building on Du Bois’ ideas and theory of double consciousness, in Borderlands (2002)
Anzaldúa, first, primarily writes about the experiences of Chicanas, like her, who have grown up
in South Texas, and the borders between Mexico and America. Second, Anzaldúa extends to the
experiences of Chicanx, Latinx people, and people of Color, who also experience two-ness,
double consciousness, and live in the borderlands while existing and navigating oppressive
American societies. Anzaldúa writes:
Chicanos and other people of color suffer economically for not acculturating.
This voluntary (yet forced) alienation makes for psychological conflict, a kind of dual
identity —we don’t identify with the Anglo-American cultural values and we don't totally
identify with the Mexican cultural values.
We are a synergy of two cultures with various degrees of Mexicanness or Angloness.
I have so internalized the borderland conflict that sometimes I feel like one cancels out
the other and we are zero, nothing, no one.
A veces no soy nada ni nadie. Pero hasta cuando no lo soy, lo soy (2002, p. 85).
In addition to borderland and double-conscious experiences, and the inner and outer
turmoil of resistance to acculturation, Anzaldúa also writes about how these experiences collide
and create choques, which are collisions between cultures, peoples, and lived experiences.
Anzaldúa explains:
El choque de un alma atrapado entre el mundo del espíritu y el mundo de la técnica a
veces la deja entullada.
Cradled in one culture, sandwiched between two cultures, straddling all three cultures and
their value systems, la mestiza undergoes a struggle of flesh, a struggle of borders, an
inner war.
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Like all people, we perceive the version of reality that our culture communicates. Like
others having or living in more than one culture, we get multiple, often opposing
messages.
The coming together of two self-consistent but habitually incompatible frames of
reference causes un choque, a cultural collision (2002, p. 100).
Choques are similar to “contact zones,” a theory coined by Mary Louise Pratt,37 which describes
contact zones as: “…cultures, meet, clash and grapple with each other, often in contexts of
highly asymmetrical relations of power, such as colonialism, slavery, or their aftermaths as they
are lived out in many parts of the world today” (1991, p. 34). Although first introduced as a
literary theory, Pratt’s theory of the contact zones has since informed discourses across the
humanities, for example, in feminist theory, critical race theory, literature, writing, and teaching
pedagogy, which is how Anzaldúa was influenced.
Borderlands as Analytical Lenses and Tools
Specific to this research study, borderlands is a helpful framework and concept that offers
analytical lenses and tools for understanding the lived experiences and life stories of the
participants of this study, for several reasons.
First, the participants of the study, who like Anzaldúa, all self-identify as Latina/Latinx
women. Therefore borderlands represent and think through similar and parallel experiences of
and between Latinx women. Second, engaging with the study’s participants and in reading their
life stories, we pay attention to how Latinx women, who are teachers, express examples of
borderlands: the navigation and moving in-between spaces while embodying all one’s identities
at the same time. We pay attention to articulations of dual/ing spaces, which we define as double
or similarly like experiences, in particular, as they relate to Latinx students, families, and people.
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We also pay attention to articulations of choques, which we define as when cultures, identities,
and experiences clash or come together.
In short, we utilize Borderlands Theory, through the use of analytical lenses and tools, to
gain insights and understandings into the life stories of the study’s participants.
Intersectionality Theory

In 1989, an American lawyer, civil rights advocate, philosopher, and a leading scholar of
critical race theory, Kimberlé Williams Crenshaw, theorized and coined Intersectionality Theory
(1991, 1995). The origin of intersectionality was a response to how Crenshaw, and various other
Black legal scholars, felt limited by law and legal work that separated critical theory from
conversations and analyses of race, racism, and discrimination. For example, Crenshaw’s study
of incarcerated women in prisons throughout the 1980s, Crenshaw argued how American law
and the criminal justice system continuously disservice and impacted Black women most, as well
as poor and economically disadvantaged women. As a result, Crenshaw and other legal scholars
sought a critical space to centralize overlapping themes of race and racism in American law,
referred to as critical legal studies, with a focus toward the elimination of racism in America’s
legal system. Intersectionality furthered and deepened our American understandings of race, and
other markers of identities, being in dialogue with each other, introducing new language,
frameworks, and tools into our American discourse and lexicon. For example, how a person’s set
of identities intersect with one another, as well as with systems of power, privilege, exclusion,
and oppression.
Reflecting on coining her theory of intersectionality, now thirty years since its inception,
Crenshaw explains the origin's purpose, as well as a caution.
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Intersectionality was a prism to bring to light dynamics within discrimination law that
weren’t being appreciated by the courts.
In particular, courts seem to think that race discrimination was what happened to all
Black people across gender and sex discrimination was what happened to all women, and
if that is your framework, of course, what happens to Black women and other women of
color is going to be difficult to see (Crenshaw, 2019).
Crenshaw found it necessary to re-explain the origin of the concept, lens, and theory she
coined almost three decades ago as: “These days, I start with what it’s not, because there has
been distortion. It’s not identity politics on steroids” (2020). The reason why is both how
intersectionality has been misunderstood and decontextualized from its origin purpose, and also,
as a way to recenter the focus on the gender and race-specific ways Black women experience
violence and state-sanctioned police brutality. In 2014, Crenshaw coined the Say Her Name
hashtag and draw visibility to the need for this movement, and in 2015 released the report
entitled: “Say Her Name: Resisting Police Brutality Against Black Women,” 38 through The
African American Policy Forum (AAPF), which is a social justice think-tank that Crenshaw also
founded.
In addition, and how intersectionality also relates specifically to urban education, in
2015, AAPF released their report: “Black Girls Matter: Pushed Out, Overpoliced, and
Underprotected”39 which focused on how Black girls and Black young women in our nation’s
public schools experience both more punitive disciplinary policies, as well as are systemically
pushed out of schools. Together, these are some of the reasons why in 2020, American
republicans and conservatives waged an ideological political war against critical theory: because
of its orientation in critiquing social systems of powers as benefiting some, while exacerbating
the already marginalized of our society’s most vulnerable. As a result, Crenshaw’s theory of
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intersectionality became re-popularized.
Particularly helpful to this study is the definition of intersectionality as illuminating how
the “…many axes that work together and influence each other,” as described by American
academic, Patricia Hill Collins, a Black feminist scholar who also specializes in race, class, and
gender, and another pioneer scholar of intersectionality. Collins explains:
Intersectionality is a way of understanding and analyzing the complexity in the world, in
people, and inhuman experiences.
The events and conditions of social and political life and the self that can seldom be
understood as shaped by one factor.
They are generally shaped by many factors in diverse and mutually influencing ways.
When it comes to social inequality, people’s lives and the organization of power in a
given society are better understood as being shaped not by a single axis of social division,
be it race or gender, but by many axes that work together and influence each other.
Intersectionality as an analytic tool gives people better access to the complexity of the
world and of themselves (Collins & Bilge, 2016, p. 20).
Intersectionality as Analytical Lenses and Tools
Specific to this research study, intersectionality is a helpful framework and concept that
offers analytical lenses and tools for understanding the lived experiences and life stories of the
participants of this study for several reasons.
First, two of the study’s participants self-identify as Afro-Caribbean women, and all of
the participants as Latina and women of Color. Second, all of the participants are or were
teachers in New York City public schools, who teach or taught majority Black and Latinx
students, and previously explained, who both are the demographic majority of the city’s public
schools. Therefore, and third, intersectionality offers a metaphorical prism or a kaleidoscope to
look through at two or more reflections of lived experiences to locate symmetrical patterns for
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deeper understandings of lived experiences.
Specific to this study, intersectionality offers analytical lenses and tools for understanding
the life stories and lived experiences of the participants of this study, as individuals, as people,
and as practitioners. For example, two of the participants are mothers, and as a result, how the
experiences of both being mothers as well as teachers inform and intersect with their
conceptualizations of self, pedagogy and teaching praxis. All participants self-identify as
working-class, or formerly economically disadvantaged. All participants are immigrants or
first-generation of the immigration experience. All participants are first-generation college
graduates of their families, and almost all have also navigated higher education/graduate school
in order to be state-certified teachers. Therefore, all of the participants and their lived
experiences intersect across race, gender, class, language, citizenship, and privilege.
Intersectionality offers lenses and tools for critical reading of their life stories, as a
reflexive approach to writing about teachers’ life stories. As a result, altogether, we gain fuller,
deeper, and more rich understandings and representations of teachers who processed their own
lived histories and experiences. In the next chapter, focused on this study’s methodology and
method of inquiry, we revisit intersectionality and its purpose in guiding this research study
focused on teacher life stories and storytelling.
In short, we utilize Intersectionality Theory, through the use of analytical lenses and
tools, to gain insights and understandings into the life stories of the study’s participants.
Storytelling and Counternarratives

Critical theory is a social philosophy that argues that societal problems are influenced and
created by societal factors, for example, societal gender biases, rather than by individual choices.
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Critical race theory focuses specifically on the intersections of race, racism, and law as one of the
processes that create social problems caused by many factors. Similar to how intersectionality
stemmed from legal studies and the criminal justice system, critical race theory began as a
movement in American law schools in the mid–to–late 1980s as a reworking of the critical legal
theory to focus on issues relating to race, such as racism.
What emerged was critical race theory as a theoretical framework, lens, and prism to
examine society through, as they relate to categorizations and intersections of race, law, and
power. American lawyer and activist, Mari Matsuda, defined the overarching goal of critical race
theory as “…the work of progressive legal scholars of color who are attempting to develop a
jurisprudence that accounts for the role of racism in American law and that work toward the
elimination of racism as part of a larger goal of eliminating all forms of subordination” (1991, p.
1331). Another way said: the goals of critical race theory are conceptualizing ways and processes
to counter oppression and oppressive experiences of the human experience.
As critical race theory examines society, broadly, critical race theory in education focuses
on examining, for example, schools through the intersections of race and power in public
schools, teaching and learning in and out of the classroom, educational policies and
policymakers, etc. Critical race theory in education can serve as a means of discussing and
interrogating how educational policy perpetuates social inequality, even while employing neutral
language.
For example, as it relates to this study, and shared later by one of the study’s participants
through a story, critical race theory in education can potentially critique how public schools label
students as having disabilities, and yet themselves not be equipped, trained, prepared, or have
space in their schools, to meet all students’ learning needs. It is the languaging of all students
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having access to quality public education, or even being able to attend their local community
schools, which are the main issues. Critical race theory serves as a useful framework to be able
to critique educational systems of power that prevent the reality of potential and possibilities of
public education, such as these, to occur.
In the field of education, critical race theorists and scholars, Daniel G. Solórzano and
Tara J. Yosso define the goals of critical race theory in education as “…a framework or set of
basic insights, perspectives, methods, and pedagogy that seeks to identify, analyze, and transform
those structural and cultural aspects of education that maintain subordinate and dominant racial
positions in and out of the classroom” (2002, p. 24).
There are five (5) tenets, or principle beliefs, of critical race theory in education, as
identified by Daniel Solórzano, et al. (Solórzano, 1997; Solórzano, Ceja, Yosso,
2000; Solórzano, Delgado, Dolores, 2001), which are the following: (1) the intercentricity of
race and racism, which focuses on the intersections of discrimination, subjugation, power, and
privilege; (2) the challenge to dominant ideology, which focuses on countering inaccurate beliefs
or inaccurate narratives; (3) the commitment to social justice, which focuses on the liberation of
all oppression and oppressive experiences; (4) the centrality of experiential knowledge, which
focuses on the lived and embodied experiences, particularly of people of Color, as experts of
their own lives; and (5) the utilization of interdisciplinary approaches, which focuses on
intersectionality across fields of disciplines and knowledge creation.
While all five tenets are critical and interconnected, the centrality of experiential
knowledge most relates to this study focused on teacher life stories. As reviewed by Chicana
scholar and critical race theorist, Tara J. Yosso, in her article, “Whose Culture Has Capital? A
Critical Race Theory Discussion of Community Cultural Wealth,” the lived and embodied
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experiences, particularly of people of Color, as experts of their own lives, is described as the
following:
The centrality of experiential knowledge. CRT recognizes that the experiential
knowledge of People of Color is legitimate, appropriate, and critical to understanding,
analyzing and teaching about racial subordination (Delgado Bernal, 2002).
CRT draws explicitly on the lived experiences of People of Color by including such
methods as storytelling, family histories, biographies, scenarios, parables, cuentos,
testimonios, chronicles and narratives (Bell, 1987, 1992, 1996; Delgado, 1989, 1993,
1995a, b, 1996; Espinoza, 1990; Olivas, 1990; Montoya, 1994; Carrasco, 1996;
Solórzano & Yosso, 2000, 2001, 2002a; Solórzano & Delgado Bernal, 2001; Delgado
Bernal & Villalpando, 2002; Villalpando, 2003).
Another way said: the acts and processes of people of Color of the understudied, systematically
marginalized, and intentionally exploited people and communities speaking about and back to
their lived experiences is powerful, critical, and necessary. More specifically, the importance of
the telling of stories of people of Color whose experiences are not often told (Solorzano &
Yosso, 2002), which is referred to as storytelling.
Moreover, critical race theorists have demonstrated the utility and power in the telling of
stories and life stories, which provide alternative narratives, and more accurate realities, to
dominate inaccurate ones. These life stories are referred to as counterstories, counternarratives,
and counternarrative storytelling. For example, Yosso’s (2005) work with college students,
mostly Chicanx, reframed how educational scholars conceptualized working with marginalized
students and in intentionally exploited communities by asserting, that while systematically
excluded, students of Color also possess cultural knowledge, skills, abilities, and networks, that
in turn, are utilize to survive and resist racism and other forms of subordination. Yosso refers to
these embodied and lived experiences as possessing cultural capital, and these narratives are
examples of counterstories, counternarratives, and counternarrative storytelling.
Storytelling can be understood as the social, cultural, and sociopolitical acts and
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processes of narrating one’s lived experiences through the telling of stories. Counternarratives
provide alternative narratives to dominant and inaccurate ones, and through the process and acts
of sharing stories, inaccurate ones are “rewritten.” Storytelling and counternarratives focus on
the understudied, systematically marginalized, and intentionally exploited people and
communities “speaking back to,” or what critical scholar, the late bell hooks (1989) refers to as
“talk(ing) back” to dominant ideologies and systems of power. In particular, rewriting ideologies
spoken about and at them. It is speaking back to “authority figures” and to systems of power.
Storytelling and Counternarrative as Analytical Lenses and Tools
Specific to this research study, storytelling and counternarratives—contranarrativas en
Español—are helpful frameworks and concepts that offer analytical lenses and tools for
understanding the lived experiences and life stories of the participants of this study for several
reasons.
First, storytelling and counternarratives legitimize and affirm the importance, necessity,
and availability of stories and lived experiences often not heard or told. In particular, stories
about intersectional experiences of the understudied and intentionally exploited. As previously
mentioned, this research study is a storytelling project—a collective story about a group of five
Latinx people in the borough of Queens, New York City, who are alumni students of the city’s
schools, and who became their local public school teachers and community teachers. As it relates
to this study, this goal and feature of storytelling and counternarratives are achieved through the
telling, sharing, and retelling of teacher life stories. These are examples and forms of storytelling
and counternarratives, as the forms of written and documented stories of this understudied
population are currently unavailable and currently do not exist.
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Second, storytelling and counternarratives align with human-centered theories and
collective knowledge, such as critical theory, critical race theory, and intersectionality, which are
focused on understanding humanity, and human experiences, and representing the understudied,
systematically marginalized, and intentionally exploited. For example, people that are
economically disadvantaged. The complexity and layering of lived experiences—of life as a
human being—is difficult and often almost impossible to capture in simplistic and reductive
methods, such as solely through numerical numbers, or information written by others about
others. Without first-hand knowledge, for example, achieved through narratives, stories, and
storytelling, such experiences, and reflections of lived experiences can potentially, and most
likely will be unheard, inexperienced, and erased. Self-driven information, such as self-narratives
is a means to achieve these goals and disrupt the potential of the inverse to occur.
Third, storytelling and counternarratives engage in social justice activism in practical and
accessible ways. In particular, practical ways to understand, represent, and leverage the
understanding of the understudied, systematically marginalized, and intentionally exploited
people and communities as the sharing, narrative, telling, listening, and accessing of lived
experiences, through stories, is economically accessible, if and when free, or low cost.
In short, we utilize storytelling and counternarratives theory, through the use of analytical
lenses and tools, to gain insights and understandings into the life stories of the study’s
participants.
Haciendo Trenzas

In Chicana feminist theory and indigenous scholarship trenzas, or braids, are concepts
utilized to illustrate and personify how identities are created, shaped, and braided
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together—trenzas de identidades (Godínez, 2006)—as well as developed through the
construction of narratives of self. For example, in the article: “Mascaras, Trenzas y Gre-nas:
Un/Masking the Self While Un/Braiding Latina Stories and Legal Discourse,” (1994) scholar,
Margaret Montoya, shares a personal and interconnected story about her mother, grandmother,
and the politics of hair through the lens of braids—trenzas. The story is about her personal
history with being told that her thick and coarse hair needed to be contained, and the lived
experience of her hair being braided, into trenzas, as a means to achieve this goal. While a
personal story about her hair, it is also a larger story about the sociopolitical implications and
politics of hair, in Latinx and indigenous communities as well. Later on in life, and through her
scholarship, Montoya utilizes these personal, lived experiences to make larger claims and
implications about how hair braiding—haciendo trenzas—parallels the making of self: of
braiding lived experience and identity together.
Chicana scholar, Dolores Delgado Bernal, explains trenzas, braids, and the socio-political
process of braiding—haciendo trenzas—as the following.
Rather than detach and compartmentalize our identities, we might think of how the trenza
brings together strands of hair and weaves them in such a way that the strands come
together to create something new, something that cannot exist without each of its parts.
The trenza is something that is whole and complete, and yet, it is something that can only
exist if the separate parts are woven together.
Like the trenza, when we are able to weave together our personal, professional, and
communal identities we are often stronger and more complete.
At the same time, weaving together these and many other identities is fraught with
complexity, tensions, and obstacles (2008, p. 135).
In her own work, education professor, Sandra Quiñones, postulates haciendo trenzas as
useful as a metaphorical-analytical tool in qualitative research, such as this study, which focuses
on narratives of the understudied, systematically marginalized, and intentionally exploited
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communities. Quiñones (2016) describes trenzas as: “…“trenzas” (braids) as a metaphorical and
analytical tool... a weaving and braiding of theories for gaining critical and nuanced
understandings of how personal, professional, and community identities shape participants'
experiences and perspectives” (p. 2).
Haciendo Trenzas as an Analytical Lens and Tool
Specific to this research study, haciendo trenzas is a helpful framework and concept that
offers analytical lenses and tools for understanding the lived experiences and life stories of the
participants of this study. We borrow the concept of haciendo trenzas—braiding of self—and
operationalize it as it relates to this study as the process of intersectional sense-making and
understanding, through narratives, stories, and storytelling. Haciendo trenzas is an arriving into
one’s own consciousness and awareness about how aspects of one’s identity and lived
experiences are in dialogue and informed with one another.
In short, we utilize Haciendo Trenzas, through the use of analytical lenses and tools, to
gain insights and understandings into the life stories of the study’s participants.
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Chapter 3 | The Study’s Methodology and Methods of Inquiry
An Introduction to…Methodology and Methods of Inquiry
The following chapter focuses on describing and explaining this research study’s
methodology, and more specifically, the inspiration for its main method of inquiry. A
methodology can be understood as a research study’s plan for research. It is guided by the
viewpoints, beliefs, ideologies, values, and worldviews, which both guide the researcher and as a
result the research. A method of inquiry is how researchers approach their research to efficiently
solve theoretical or practical problems, with the goal to generate collective knowledge about
their findings. In short, a method of inquiry is how a methodology is executed and realized.
As it relates to this study—which broadly aims to understand the life experiences,
pedagogies, and teaching praxis of Latinx teachers—the study’s methodology is rooted in the
belief that people are experts in and about their own lives. Therefore, its main method of inquiry
was focused on gathering life stories of teachers—about them, written by them—through
storytelling. In order to design this storytelling project, as a qualitative research study, it was
important to pair a methodology and method of inquiry that both allowed opportunities to match
the study’s goals, and gave insights into how to do so.
Portraiture, which is an approach to social science methodology, is the main methodology
and method of inquiry that inspired this research study. This study regards portraiture as an
organizing lens through which the study has been inspirationally designed around and sees its
goals best reflected through. In the following writing, first, we describe portraiture, its origins,
goals, and purpose. Second, we provide a research example of portraiture focused on teacher life
stories, that best reflects this study’s goals and purpose. Third, we connect and give an example
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of how one of the study’s main theories shaping and guiding its theoretical framework, also
shapes the study’s emerging methodology and method of inquiry. Last, we reflect on how our
researcher and personal viewpoints, beliefs, ideologies, values, and worldviews guide the
research study, methodology, and method of inquiry.
Portraiture Methodology
In 1994, The New York Times article: “Storytelling With: Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot; The
Black Bourgeoisie: A 90’s View,” profiled American sociologist, educator, and professor, Sara
Lawrence-Lightfoot, for her pioneering of portraiture as a new, innovative, and creative
methodology and a method of inquiry in the social sciences. Lawrence-Lightfoot is described as
“…a sociologist as storyteller, a pioneer of what she calls human archeology,” (de Witt, 1994).
The origin of storytelling as a method, one of portraiture’s main features and techniques, is as a
way to understand human experience deeper, fuller, and better representative.
Lawrence-Lightfoot demonstrates storytelling, and exemplifies herself as a storyteller,
through the telling of a story, as a way to explain both the origin of the method of portraiture and
her journey in creating it. The story she shares—both in this feature article, as well as in her
canonical and co-authored with Jessica Hoffmann Davis, The Art and Science of Portraiture
(1997)—is about a touchstone, or recurring experience, throughout her life engaging with a
particular text. Frustrated with the ideas its author presented—essentially arguing Black
Americans assimilate through a rejection of one’s roots—together created for
Lawrence-Lightfoot incomplete representations, or portraits, of Black families and the American
Black middle class. Lawrence-Lightfoot explained:
Ultimately, I felt that Frazier's was both a true and a false portrait,” she said. “What he
revealed were really caricatures that didn't represent the full, rich humanity and the
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extraordinary variety of the black middle class…In general, we have a very distorted
view of who we are reflected at us,” she said. “Part of the focus of this work is really to
bust through some of those caricatures (de Witt, 1994).
As it relates to this study, this particular origin story about portraiture Lawrence-Lightfoot shares
is inspirational as it allows thinking about opportunities for this research and study to imagine
the possibilities of also countering inaccurate, incomplete, harmful, possible “caricatures” of its
participants: public school teachers, Latinx people who are teachers, women of Color, etc. More
specifically, and even more advantageously, through participants sharing and telling their own
life stories, storytelling, and counternarratives.
In 2020, almost three decades after The New York Times profile, Lawrence-Lightfoot,
profiled once more, reflects again on the origins of portraiture. This time, by Harvard Graduate
School of Education where she teaches, in a series focused on “celebrating 100 years of
impact.”40 In another storytelling example, this time Lawrence-Lightfoot story-tells about how
“urban schools” as well as their people and communities, are often framed as inaccurate,
harmful, and incomplete representations, or portraits. Lawrence-Lightfoot shared:
In the educational research literature on schools, there has been a history of chronicling
and documenting what is wrong with them, and that's particularly true of urban schools,
schools that are filled with poor people and people of color in marginalized communities.
I sort of thought, isn't there another lens that we can use. We'd be able to document a very
different reality if we looked at what was strong and worthy about it.
Portraiture is a social science methodology, part of a qualitative realm that I have
pioneered for many, many years.
So we don't just want to take this expert distant perspective where we come in for three
days and then we say, this is what's wrong and these are the remedies.
We really want to understand deeply: how the people in those environments are
experiencing their world, how they're constructing their reality, and how they're
40

Visit: An Educator's Portrait.
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responding to the broader cultural forces around them.
And so portraiture allows us to do that (Lawrence-Lightfoot, 2020, transcribed from
video audio).
While again explaining the origin, purpose, and features of the method of inquiry that is
portraiture, Lawrence-Lightfoot’s story-tells as a means to achieve this goal. As it relates to this
study, this particular origin story about portraiture also functions purposefully to give insight into
the necessary shifts of language. For example, as this study previously argued, a need to shift
from the often racially coded yet empty terminology of “urban schools,” and instead, state what
is meant: public schools in metropolitan cities. Lawrence-Lightfoot’s storytelling is inspirational
as it allows thinking about opportunities for this research and study to imagine the possibilities of
also countering inaccurate, incomplete, harmful, possible “caricatures” of public schools, its
students, communities, and people, through participants sharing and telling their own life stories,
storytelling, and counternarratives.
Understanding portraiture’s origins, purpose, and features, through Lawrence-Lightfoot’s
own words and storytelling, are important in the research design of this study as they have also
informed the study’s data methods. Through portraiture, Lawrence-Lightfoot offers ways to
reframe negative representations that are simply not whole, full, or accurate. Lawrence-Lightfoot
explains one of portraiture’s main preoccupations is focusing on articulating the goodness of
what can potentially be described otherwise. Lawrence-Lightfoot explains:
…its explicit focus on “goodness.”
And by that I don’t mean that it tries to idealize or romanticize human experience or
social reality, but rather, that it is a counterpoint to so much of social science inquiry that
has traditionally been preoccupied with pathology, with searching out what is wrong and
trying to remedy the wrongs…
Portraiture very purposefully says we’re going to try to understand what’s worthy and
strong; always recognizing of course that goodness is inevitably laced imperfection…
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In another sense, we want to document what’s strong and worthy, in great detail so that
we might figure out ways of transporting those “goods,” that goodness, to other settings
and transforming them as well (Lawrence-Lightfoot, 2016).
Similar to Lawrence-Lightfoot’s articulation of a focus on goodness, this research study seeks to
understand, through the participants’ own storytelling and the telling of their own stories, what
they regard as “good” and “worthy” about the city’s public schools, public education, and public
school teaching. Through portraiture, and its main feature, focus, and techniques of stories and
storytelling as ways of understanding human experience, researchers attempt, first, to illuminate
meaning from people’s lives through their own stories, oral and written, and second, to present
them back in narrative form. Portraiture allowed both the research study, researcher, and the
storytelling project multiple and layered data opportunities to listen, learn, document, and
analyze the life stories teachers as participants shared and story-told. In short, these are some
examples of the main reason why this study was inspired by portraiture as its guiding method of
inquiry.
Haciendo Trenzas: An Example of Teacher Portraiture and Teacher Life Story Narratives
The Pedagogy of Teacher Activists: Portraits of Four Teachers for Justice (2017) is
perhaps one of the most recent and helpful examples of the possibility of research similar to this
research study. More specifically, it focuses on teacher life stories, teacher narratives, and
teachers story-telling their own life stories through its method of inquiry of portraiture. Written
by teacher educator and community organizer, Keith Catone—also a doctoral student of Sara
Lawrence-Lightfoot—the book features and profiles four individual public school teachers in
New York City, all of whom self-identify as teacher-activists. It also presents its research
findings as individual portraits of teachers, one chapter per person, as this study also does.
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While not specifically naming New York City as its stated focus, it is a helpful example
to this research study for two reasons. First Catone’s research maintains inherent boundedness to
New York City, as three of the four teachers are New Yorkers, and who like the author, have
taught in New York City’s public schools for many years, and some still do. Teachers of
Catone’s study possessed and expressed a deep understanding of this city, its public schools, and
the city’s department of education. With that said, unlike this research study, not all the teachers
are people of Color, and not all have attended New York City’s public schools as students
themselves, which makes this study—focused on both of these intersections of
experiences—particularly unique.
The second is its conceptual use and theoretical grounding in life stories through
portraiture. In particular, the importance and role of the researcher in centering life stories as
data, and helping to facilitate their collection processes, which Catone describes as “mining for
life stories.” Catone writes: “Like many pre-service educators or undergraduates contemplating
teaching as a vocation, these teacher activists were not born ready for the work that they do. Yet
by mining their biographical histories and trajectories of political development, this book
illuminates the pedagogy of teacher activism that guides their work” (p. 15). Threaded together,
Catone’s work asserts, affirms, and grounds the importance of centering and “mining of” teacher
life stories, which have served as helpful inspirational models for this research study, and the
possibility of this kind of qualitative research.
Portraiture and Intersectionality: Braiding Collective Knowledge into Methodologies
As portraiture attempts to illuminate meaning from people’s lives through their own
telling of life stories, Kimberlé Crenshaw’s theory of intersectionality provides a framework.
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More specifically, race-specific language, words, definitions, and terminologies are useful and
helpful for the understudied, systematically marginalized, and intentionally exploited people and
communities to perhaps better name their lived experiences, and frame these lived experiences in
larger discourses relating to systems of power. Specific to this research study, alongside
portraiture as a guiding method of inquiry, intersectionality provides analytical tools and lenses
to better read and understand lived experiences. The main feature difference between these two
approaches is that portraiture achieves this aim through stories and the process of storytelling.
Lawrence-Lightfoot explains: “The idea is to get people interested in thinking about important
questions in complicated, grounded, thoughtful ways. And so, it is intentionally provocative. It
hopes to invite a response from the reader. As an interpretive narrative, portraits aspire to being
beautifully and evocatively written, deep and compelling stories” (2016).
Intersectionality is in dialogue with portraiture’s proactive approach toward justice, as
Lawrence-Lightfoot explains: “Part of what portraiture hopes to do is begin that dialogue, is to
provoke people to see themselves as implicated in the work and want to do something in
relationship to it” (2020). In other words, for the inquiry to be both relational to its research
subjects and the data collected to have utility and purpose to them. Similarly, Crenshaw argues
that the goal of utilizing intersectionality is to distill complex ideas into hands-on tools that
advocate for community benefit and use.
Most recently, Crenshaw explained how people currently continue relating to
intersectionality because of its practicality, applicability, its orientation, and proactiveness
towards justice. Crenshaw offers:
Intersectionality is simply about how certain aspects of who you are will increase your
access to the good things or your exposure to the bad things in life.
Like many other social-justice ideas, it stands because it resonates with people’s lives, but
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because it resonates with people’s lives, it’s under attack.
There’s nothing new about defenders of the status quo criticizing those who are
demanding that injustices be addressed.
It’s all a crisis over a sense that things might actually have to change for equality to be
real (2020).
In short, intersectionality is culturally relevant—both to people and the current times. Braiding
intersectionality and portraiture are helpful theories, methods of inquiry, useful analytical lenses,
and tools which provide ways for this research study to listen to, read, and understand teachers'
life stories. It is through portraiture, that teacher life stories and storytelling can occur and
teacher stories to be told, generated, collected, and witnessed.
Haciendo Trenzas: My Positionality as a Researcher
Dualities and the Multiplicity of Identities
In “The Colonizer/Colonized Chicana Ethnographer: Identity, Marginalization, and
Co-optation in the Field,” (1996) teaching and curriculum expert, anthropologist, and professor,
Sofia Villenas, writes about how past and current ethnographers and qualitative researchers have
participated as colonizers of researched people, or the researched. At times this is done
intentionally, and other times, unwillingly and inadvertently. Villenas questions and cautions the
importance of ethnographic and qualitative researchers to be reflexive of their own privileges
and positions of power, in academic and research settings, all of which have historical and
current deep roots in colonization, also known as coloniality, which also produces further
othering of the research subjects. In the social sciences and human-centered research, there is
often an “othering,” or a further marginalization, of the understudied, systematically
marginalized, and intentionally exploited people and communities. In particular, by researchers
55

and the academy, who self-benefit and prosper from research, while in fact, exploiting and
causing harm to those they research.
Helpful to this research study is how Villenas writes about the dualities and the
multiplicity of identities of ethnographers and qualitative researchers, like herself, who are
representative and members of the same or similar communities of their research. Villenas
writes:
What happens when members of low-status and marginalized groups become
university-sanctioned “native” ethnographers of their own communities?
How is this “native” ethnographer positioned vis-à-vis her own community, the majority
culture, the research setting, and the academy?
While qualitative researchers in the field of education theorize about their own privilege
in relation to their research participants, the “native” ethnographer must deal with their
own marginalizing experiences and identities in relation to the dominant society.
This “native” ethnographer is potentially both the colonizer, in her university cloak, and
the colonized, as a member of the very community that is made “other” in her research
(1996, p. 712).
Another way said: it is critical to recognize and name the unevenness and lack of uniformity in
how race, power, and privilege manifest, materialize and are maintained in the academy, urban
academic research, and its scholarly literature. In particular, there is a contradiction in how
whiteness and white supremacy are maintained. Yet, researchers and scholars who are non-white,
non-majority, and who research and study the understudied, systematically marginalized, and
intentionally exploited people and communities often are other-ed as well, as Villenas
illuminates:
However, Villenas also cautions and argues the importance to also critically interrogate
the “we” already embedded in the academy, research, and literature—historically and currently.
Who is already included, who has and continues to be excluded, and why? More specifically, the
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discrepancy between how disciplines and fields of research create research/researcher lines,
distance, and boundaries while also failing to recognize, represent, include, or reflect the unique
lived experiences and analyses of ethnographers and researchers of the same or similarly
marginalized communities. Villenas illuminates the inadvertent “othering” and harm that the
academy, research, and literature can cause to such researchers of dual experiences. Villenas
writes:
At a time when qualitative researchers in education are questioning their own privilege in
relation to the research participants, the "we" in the literature needs to be re-theorized.
My identity/role as a Chicana ethnographer cannot be collapsed in terms of “privileged”
researcher in the same manner that other ethnographers are privileged in their
relationships with their research participants.
In failing to address the ways in which the ethnographer can be damaged by her/his own
marginalization in the larger society, the literature has created a "we" that does not
include my experience in the field as a Chicana ethnographer (1996, p. 729).
For researchers of the same or similar communities, Villenas offers instead a path
forward—full of potential, impact, and possibility. Villenas encourages ethnographers and
qualitative researchers of dualities and multiple identities to recognize their unique positions as
“border crossers,” and the potential to be a voice of activism. Villenas reflects and offers: “My
space is a fluid space of crossing borders and, as such, a contradictory one of collusion and
oppositionality, complicity and subversion” (1996, p. 729). Because of the potential similarities,
parallels, and overlaps between the research-ed and the research-er, it is important for qualitative
researchers of the same or similar communities to be mindful of how the collective “we” shows
up in their qualitative research. In other words, recognizing, being clear, and transparent when
speaking from an individual and personalized experience, when speaking as part of a collective
experience or community, but also, knowing when not to speak at all. Instead, the importance of
centering on other voices, people, perspectives, and experiences, in order to leverage one’s own
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societal power and privileges, including academics.
In the following section, I accept Villenas' invitation to be a border crosser and voice of
activism to frame my researcher positionality, describe how my lived experiences have shaped
the research design of this research study, and later inform the lenses of my data coding and
analysis, as well as articulate my ability to border cross through the research and writing
whenever helpful.
Homegrown Qualitative Research/er
I identify as an educator-scholar-activist (Suzuki & Mayorga, 2014): an individual that
regards their praxis, theorizing, and activism as intrinsically linked, connected and informing one
another. While Villenas refers to herself as a “native ethnographer,” I regard myself as a
homegrown ethnographer: a qualitative researcher that is made by, representative of, and deeply
connected to their own home community of study and inquiry. Formerly undocumented for the
first 10 years in this country, my family and I are both of the im/migration and bicultural
experience, or as the colloquial refrán goes: “un pie aquí y el otro allá.”41 I self-identify as a
first-generation New Yorker who was born in Honduras, reared in Brooklyn, formed and
politicized in Queens, and a lifelong student of New York City.
Similar to this study’s research subjects of Latinx teachers, I too have been a lifelong
student in the city’s public schools: from pre-kindergarten to the 12th grade. These specific
intersections of my lived experiences are also the reasons why the study’s site of Queens was
chosen, and both how the research subjects and research focus came together. My educational
journey through New York City’s public schools and educational system has been one of
relentless struggle and survival, with very few positive memories or saving graces, all before
41
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reaching the legal age of eighteen years old. Echoing parallels to some of the experiences and
stories in this project, I too never imagined myself as a teacher, despite being passionate about
reading and writing creatively from a young age.
Despite this, I also studied in the city’s public universities, both in undergraduate and
graduate school. I have also supplementally taught in the city’s public schools and community
after-school programs, taught years of high school to college transition college courses, as well
as taught, mentored, supervised, and supported public school teachers and practitioners in their
teaching praxis and activism as an educator-scholar-activist in my organizing with a collective of
teacher-activists. Despite this, I have never, not once, been asked by any faculty member or
colleague what were my own experiences as a New York City public school student, and beyond
that, what can the discipline, field, practitioners, and constituents learn from me?
While I have been deeply immersed and invested in “urban education,” as a student,
practitioner, and now researcher and scholar, for the majority of my young adult and adult life, as
a homegrown New Yorker and cultural insider, I have always struggled with and resisted the
word “urban” and term “urban education.” In my experience, both are often mis-operationalized,
or lacking definition, if defined at all. Instead, both are utilized and co-opted as supposed
unifying, all-encompassing, umbrella terms to discursively talk about non-white people, the
city’s public schools, public school students, and only certain parts of the city itself. In my
experience, these processes are often by cultural outsiders, non-New Yorkers, white people, and
people who have never been public school students. As a result, further other-ing the already
othered and the understudied, systematically marginalized, and intentionally exploited
communities. Furthermore, through this approach, cultural outsiders, and researchers who only
have to theorize about their own privilege in relation to their research participants, evade
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personal responsibility and become reprioritized in their own writing, as they are the ones doing
the talking and not the ones being talked about. As Villenas points out, these dynamics operate in
uneven ways for homegrown researchers, in ways that cannot be evaded, extracted, or separated
as the research subjects and researchers are intrinsically linked and connected.
The specificity of the potential researched/researcher duality, and the potential of the
duality of the researcher being both a colonizer and the colonized, connects to this research study
focused on a particular group of local Latinx teachers. It also fundamentally shapes how I, as the
study’s researcher, conceptualized and designed this research study. First, as classroom
practitioners who are also alumni of the city’s public schools and educational system, it is
important to consider a potential duality of experiences between the study’s Latinx teachers, their
pedagogy, and teaching praxis, in relation to the Latinx students they teach. If so, how? Second,
it is important to consider a potential research-ed/researcher duality as the study’s research
subjects and qualitative researcher are all Latinx people of similar and different Latinx origins
and varying lived experiences. Third, it is important for the study’s qualitative researcher to also
consider how they too could potentially be “a colonizer in a university cloak,” and if so, foresee,
disrupt, and address potential blind spots.
Therefore, in order to limit the potential of similar mis-operationalizations and
misrepresentations, I conceptualized and designed A Queens Community Teacher Storytelling
Project to learn about its research subjects directly from them and in their own words, in order to
answer the study’s inquiry and focus. Second, to connect, make sense of, and synthesize my own
lived experiences, knowledge, and expertise in urban education, which also fundamentally
shaped the focus, uniqueness, and complexity of this research study. Third, to utilize my
academic and institutional privilege to center several understudied populations into one research
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subject demographic pool, and utilize my activist voice to make an argument and case—a
testimonio—for more New York City community-centered research, public school alumni-based
research, and New York City Latinx teachers research.
Researcher Accountability
As the study’s research designer, researcher, and writer of this dissertation, as well as the
facilitator of The Writing Workshop Series, I am aware of my multiple hats of roles and
responsibilities. First, I see myself foremost as an educator-scholar-activist. Second, I see myself
as a collaborator who co-labors and co-produces alongside the teacher-participants of this study.
Collaboratively, we co-produce knowledge that both acknowledges and celebrates their expertise
as well as addresses current gaps in the urban education field, research, and literature.
Therefore, it was important to conceptualize accountable and actionable steps along the
way to share, include, and keep teacher-participants informed as much as possible with the hope
of the least amount of interruption to their own personal and professional lives. Some of these
included capturing each workshop focus and next steps as succinct as possible in emails before
and after each scheduled workshop. All of the workshops and the storytelling project’s materials
were centrally organized in a shared, password-protected, digitally accessible folder, which was
also how and where the study’s teacher-participants uploaded their writings. Each
teacher-participant received their interview transcript emailed to have access to and possibly
utilize in their rewrites in order to retell and restory, away from the chronological order and
presented in the order they choose and want people to read and understand their life story. Drafts
of the dissertation writing, specifically about them, were shared to ensure their words were
captured accurately and justly. In short, these steps and ways were important as an
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educator-scholar-activist to hold myself accountable to my own self—my own ethics and moral
compass—as well as for the study, and the utmost respect for the teacher-participants, las
maestras.
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Chapter 4 | The Study’s Research Design
An Introduction to…Research Design
The following chapter focuses on describing and explaining this research study’s research
design, which is the overall plan, strategies, and decision makings designed to carry out research
and to answer a study’s research questions. Specific to this research, designing a study that
focuses on gaining deeper understanding of New York City’s local Latinx teachers’ lived
experiences, teaching pedagogy and praxis.
In order to conceptualize and design a study that answers its research questions, a few
important considerations were clear early on. First, it was important to design a qualitative
research study. Qualitative research centers on humans, employs humanistic approaches and
ways to study phenomena, offers solutions to solve a problem, and generates or offers new
knowledge. Second, it was important to situate and ground the study in critical race theory.
Critical race theory centers on people whose experiences are not often told (Solorzano & Yosso,
2002), or the understudied, and argues the importance of explicitly asking about their lives and
lived experiences—their experiential knowledge, as a useful mechanism to challenge and change
racial dominance (Ladson-Billings & Tate, 1995).
In the following section, we reflect on and discuss the study’s decision-making most
useful in helping in building an understanding of this particular group of understudied teachers.
First, we describe and explain the importance and uniqueness of the study’s research setting.
Second, we meditate on the uniqueness of the study’s research subjects, or teacher-participants.
Third, we outline the sourcing and recruitment of the participants for this research study.
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The Study’s Research Setting: Queens, New York City
An Introduction to…Why Queens?
The setting of this research study was remote and digitally based, with each participant,
and the study’s researcher, located in their own respective home. Participation was via the
teleconferencing platform Zoom, and later on, by telephone. More broadly, this study’s research
setting is locally based in and throughout the borough of Queens in New York City.
Queens is the largest of New York City’s five (5) boroughs, in terms of geographical area.
According to the United States Bureau Census of 2010, Queens County is the 2nd largest county
in New York. In 2010 there was an estimated population of 2,296,865 Queens residents, with a
projected yearly growth rate of ––0.53%. According to the 2021 U.S. Bureau Census, 42 Queens
grew by almost eight (8) percent from 2010 to 2020. There are now a reported 2,405,464 Queens
residents, reconfirming its status as the second most populous borough in the city, after
Brooklyn.
Given this, there are three primary reasons why Queens was chosen out of all of New
York City’s boroughs. The first reason is that Queens is the home community and home borough
of the study’s researcher. The second reason is that as a research study focused on local Latinx
teachers, it was important to choose a research setting with a higher likelihood of having Latinx
people. The third reason is the fact that both the 2010 and 2021 Censuses have confirmed Queens
as the most racially, ethnically, culturally, and linguistically diverse geographical place in the
nation as nearly half of Queens residents are immigrants or of the immigration experience.43
According to the latest report from the Office of the New York State Comptroller’s 2019
42
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Source: US Census Bureau QuickFacts: Queens County, New York (2021)
Source: An Economic Snapshot of Queens (2018)
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report, “An Economic Snapshot of Queens,” the population of Queens increased by 25 percent
since 1980 to reach a record of nearly 2.4 million in 2017, driven by immigration.44 In 2021 New
York City’s Mayor’s Office of Immigration Affairs released the report, “A Demographic
Snapshot: NYC’s Latinx Immigrant Population,”45 that overviews and breaks down New York
City’s Latinx population—both immigrant and American born—throughout all of New York
City. Specifically, it focuses on the Latinx population and Latinx immigrant populations in the
borough of Queens.
There are five useful findings in this report that affirm the study's focus on research
subjects of teachers who are both Latinx and Queens teachers, as well as the importance of this
research study’s setting being located in and about Queens.
1. Since 2010, the overall Latinx population in New York City grew by 154,274
people (6.6 percent) to 2,490,350.
2. The overall Latinx population makes up the largest percentage of foreign-born in
New York City (31 percent) and undocumented immigrants in New York City (53
percent).
3. The majority of New York City’s Latinx immigrants reside in Queens (33
percent), and the Bronx (30 percent), while the share of New York City
immigrants overall resides in Queens and Brooklyn (36 percent and 30 percent
respectively).
4. Latinx immigrants represent more than 20 different ethnic groups (with
Dominicans making up the largest share at 41 percent).
5. While the total Latinx population in New York City has grown over the last ten
years, the population of foreign-born Latinx has declined. This means that more
and more, immigration is less of a driver in Latinx population growth and that the
rise of the second generation, native-born Latinx New Yorkers is behind this
growth.
As Latinx people are not a monolith people of a homogenous experience, and the study’s
teacher-participants were all of varying Latin-American country origins, a focus on local Queens
Latinx teachers also permitted opportunities to consider and explore similarities and differences
of and between teacher-participants, across racial, ethnic, cultural, linguistic, immigration,
44
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educational, and class backgrounds.
Queens Neighborhoods and Traveling in Queens
While the research study was remotely based, the specific Queens neighborhoods
referenced are the study’s teacher-participants’ home communities (in alphabetical order):
Corona, Jackson Heights, Richmond Hill, Ridgewood, Sunnyside, and Woodside. Four of the six
neighborhoods—Corona, Jackson Heights, Sunnyside, and Woodside—are all accessible through
the same public transportation transit line, the 7 train (which runs along Queens Boulevard and
Roosevelt Avenue and concludes when it reaches Main Street, Flushing. This last transit stop is a
major Queens intersection of business and traffic similar to that of Times Square, Manhattan.)
The 7 train is one of twenty-eight (28) train lines in New York City’s subway transit system, The
New York City Metropolitan Transit Authority, also known as the MTA. The MTA provides bus,
subway, and paratransit services throughout the city. Each train in the subway system is
organized by colors and numbers, representing each of its particular service routes and distances,
as well as two primary symbols, designating whether it is a local or an express train.
In 2015, the 7 train received a one-stop, western expansion from Times Square to a new
34 Street-Hudson Yards Subway Station. In many ways, this expansion repositioned the vitality
and importance of the 7 train, and by extension Queens, as well as contributed significantly to
the borough’s gentrification. Additionally, the Jackson Heights–Roosevelt Avenue/74th Street
station train stop was once local-only but is now an express stop as well. As a result, this train
station in Queens has become a major connecting hub to a total of five train lines, including the
7, E, F, M, and R trains, as well as the M60 bus from Manhattan and the Q70 bus, both transit
links/shuttle buses to LaGuardia Airport in East Elmhurst Queens, which is one of the two New

66

York City’s airports.
With the exception of Richmond Hill and Ridgewood, four (4) of the six (6) Queens
neighborhoods are adjacently connected to each other via two major Queens roads and
intersections of traffic: Queens Boulevard, which ultimately turns into and becomes Roosevelt
Avenue. Traveling to Richmond Hill is accessible through the 74th Street station train stop via
the E train that connects at this station. While Ridgewood is not directly adjacent to the rest of
these Queens neighborhoods, and it borders the borough of Brooklyn, it is accessible to and from
these neighborhoods via the Q39 bus that travels from Brooklyn into Queens through Woodside
and Sunnyside, and into Long Island City, before looping back onto the Brooklyn Queens
Expressway (BQE) to resume its route in Brooklyn.
In general, Queens neighborhoods that are closely adjacent to each other, as these
neighborhoods are, can be ideal location settings to study subsets of the city’s pools of alumni
public school teachers and local community teachers. Relatively small geographical spaces—as
New York City is compared to other cities in this country—allow, generate space, and provide
opportunities to about, for example, commonalities across experiences, while maintaining the
specificity of communities that racially, ethnically, culturally, and linguistically distinct, unique,
and specific.
The Study’s Recruitment Sources and Methods
An Introduction to…Why Local Latinx Community Teachers?
In smaller cities, suburban neighborhoods, and when you’re in a small community in
general, it is more common to have local community teachers: people who teach and live in their
home community, and are representative of their locality. For example, there is more possibility
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for local families to have intergenerational experiences with the same teachers, if and when
families continue to live in proximity to the community’s same locally zoned schools. Therefore,
in cities like New York City—a busy, transient city; the city that never sleeps—having local
community teachers remain a constant variable when so much throughout time constantly
remains in flux is truly admirable and special.
Local Latinx people who are public school teachers and community teachers in this city
are even more so unique. As previously noted, while Latinx young people/students are the racial
demographic majority of New York City’s total public school student population, currently at
forty-one (41) percent,46 Latinx teachers account for only twelve (12) percent47 of the city’s
public school teacher population. Therefore, Latinx teachers are not only important and
necessary, but in general, Latinx teachers are also specific and reflective of the city’s locality,
public schools, and public school education.
Specific to this study, Latinx teachers at the intersections of being alumni of the city’s
school, teaching in their local community or locally in their home borough, and teaching to a
majority of Latinx students and Latinx communities is beyond admirable. This specificity of the
city’s teacher population we name as a unique phenomenon, special, worthy of knowing, and
gaining a deeper understanding about. This informed the purpose of designing a study to gain a
deeper and more dynamic understanding of the intersections of their unique experiences. We
refer to these teachers, and similar to these intersectional experiences, as alumni-teachers and as
alumni-community teachers.
Both this discrepancy between students to teachers, and the uniqueness of Latinx
teachers, are why it was critical for this study to proactively and intentionally recruit Latinx

46
47

Source: DOE Data at a Glance (2021-2022)
See: Educator Diversity Report (2019)
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people who are teachers that do teach Latinx students. As previously noted, this informed the
goal to recruit local public school teachers and community teachers in Queens, and in particular,
in Latinx majority neighborhoods. This point, later on, also becomes reflected and affirmed in
the home communities of the teachers that ultimately become the study’s participants and focus.
In short, all these intersections informed the study’s goal to profile local community
teachers, through their own stories, to gain insights into their self-conceptualizations, teaching
pedagogy and praxis, which often occurs without ever being officially recognized or
acknowledged, if known about at all.
Recruiting Local Queens Latinx Teachers

In order to recruit local Latinx teachers in Queens, and how this study’s specific group of
teachers learned about this research and eventually became participants, a recruitment plan was
designed and implemented in early March 2021. The research plan’s main goal aimed to attract
and recruit local Queens Latinx teachers who are both alumni of the city’s public schools and
educational system, as well as current classroom practitioners, public school teachers, and
community teachers. There were five primary recruitment methods and sources: a digital flier
and digital survey, contact with traditional teacher education, word of mouth and targeted
reach-outs, and digital tools. Each is described below.
Digital Flier: Invitation to A Queens Community Teacher Storytelling Project (AQCTSP)
The first half, of the first primary recruitment source and method of the study, was a
created and utilized digital flier, circulated through various methods. The flier contained relevant
information about the upcoming focus groups, framed as teacher professional development
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writing workshops, as well as explained the focus of the study and rationale of the research
subject criteria. The main purpose of the flier was to redirect and link potential candidates to the
study’s digital survey, which was a preliminary screening and application process for the study.
Digital Survey: Expressing Interest in Focus Groups and Research Study
The second half, of the first primary recruitment source and method of the study, was a
created and utilized digital survey, in the form of a Google Form Survey. The survey framed an
invitation for interested and potential candidates to provide preliminary screening information,
which helped the researcher determine their eligibility, as well as ways to get in contact with a
follow-up. The rationale for the survey was to capture the essence and focus of the study and
create an easy and accessible way for potential teacher-participants to express interest in the
upcoming teacher professional development focused on writing personal stories and narrative
storytelling. The survey was attached and included in all of the recruitment methods, such as
when sending emails, as well as on social media profile links, and social media posts.
The following Table 1 was included in the digital survey.
Table 1
Participant Recruitment Selection and Rationale
Participant Selection

Rationale

Who

Why

Be a New York City public school teacher
and local Queens teacher

A Queens Community Teacher Storytelling
Project focuses on reflection, life stories, and
storytelling of public school teachers’ lived,
educational, and teaching experiences in NYC
schools, Queens public schools, and in
Queens communities.

Do NYC public school teaching

A Queens Community Teacher Storytelling
Project focuses on stories and lived expertise
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of public school teaching pedagogy and
praxis.
Be Latinx

A Queens Community Teacher Storytelling
Project focuses on Latinx teachers and their
stories because Latinx teachers account for
only twelve percent (12%) 48 of New York
City’s total public school teacher population,
which historically and currently remains
majority white (80%) and female (80%).49
Therefore Latinx teachers are a majority
within a total subset of a teacher minority.
Concurrently, at forty-one percent (41% )50
Latinx young people/students are the racial
demographic majority of New York City’s
total public school student population.
Therefore, a focus on public school Latinx
teachers who were also Latinx public school
students is a unique phenomenon worthy of
study.

This data collection instrument proved to be the most useful, as it gathered all the
necessary and identifying information of potential teachers—both for this study, as well as future
iterations of this research and life’s work. Specific to this study, all of the collected information
also served useful later on in being able to write narratively about the teacher-participants by
utilizing their own words and ways of describing themselves captured through the digital survey.
New York City’s Public Teacher Education and Preparation Programs
The second recruitment source and method of the study focused on connecting with
education departments and teacher education programs. In particular, connecting with the city’s
public colleges, which include: Queens College’s Department of Linguistics, Brooklyn College’s
48

Source: Educator Diversity Report (2019)
Source: Educator Diversity Report (2019)
50
Source: DOE Data at a Glance (2021-2022)
49
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Childhood, Bilingual, Special Education Department, City College’s School of Education, and
Hunter College’s Department of Curriculum and Teaching, among others.
The first rationale was that leaders in these particular colleges and programs were often
also graduates of the Urban Education Program at The Graduate Center, CUNY. The second
rationale is that these particular colleges and programs are known to partner with local public
schools in Queens; both because, and whether or not, they are located in the borough. The third
rationale was that the potential to connect with public school teachers who are graduates of the
city’s public colleges is exponentially higher than the probability of not. This point proved to be
correctly assumed, as all of the teacher-participants of this study are also graduates of one of the
city’s public colleges.
Unfortunately, this method and source overall proved to be the least effective or
successful for this study, as contacts rarely, if at all, responded to email requests. Not one
connected me to a graduate of their programs. Given the study’s researcher’s own significant
experiences and interactions with these and other educational faculty and educational programs
in the city’s colleges, public and private, this was not at all a surprise, but rather a true
disappointment. In particular, for the reason that this research study focused on research to
enhance and better prepare current and future classroom practitioners, public school teachers,
and community teachers, as well as to write about and celebrate a population of the city’s public
school teachers understudied and yet written about.
Social Media
The third recruitment source and method of the study focused on connecting with
teachers through the use of technology and social media. Specifically digital posts and fliers—in
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essence, condensed versions of the digital survey—were shared primarily on Instagram through
three (3) Instagram accounts created and launched for this study: @aqueenscommunityteacher |
@anyccommunityteacher | @nycalumnicommunityteachers. Posts were also recirculated and
reshared by others on other social media platforms, including Facebook, Twitter, LinkedIn, and
other platforms. The rationale for this approach was to reach digital spaces where public school
teachers already “congregate in community.” The hope was for the possibility of new community
connections to be made and sustained; both for and beyond the scope and focus of a research
study for the purpose of dissertation thesis writing. This method and source overall proved to be
effective as all three Instagram accounts received a slow but gradual increase in following since
their launch, and post the study’s research timeline.
Personal and Professional Connections
The fourth, and second primary, recruitment source and method of the study focused on
making contact with personal and professional connections in education-related circles. This goal
was achieved primarily through word of mouth, telephone calls, and emails to personal contacts,
and proved to be the second most effective approach. In fact, all of the study’s
teacher-participants were connected to the research or researcher through this recruitment
instrument.
Research Study Timeline: Study Approval and Recruitment Process

Approval by the City University of New York’s Institutional Review Board (IRB) for this
research study was granted in early October 2021. In mid-October, after the study’s official IRB
approval, all of the “applications,” or statements of interest were read and approved by the
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researcher. A total of eight (8) potential candidates were contacted via email with a
pre-acceptance, given a week’s deadline to accept the invitation to the study’s focus groups, and
potentially be the study’s research focus. A total of six (6) teachers completed the acceptance
process, and a total of five (5) teachers participated in this study. The focus groups and research
study officially began the last weekend of the month of October 2021.
The Study’s Research–Subjects: Teacher–Participants

There are a total of five (5) participants this research study focused on, wrote about, and
collected data on, as will be described in the following chapters. It is important to note that
instead of being referred to as research subjects, throughout this dissertation writing teachers that
participated in this study are mainly referred to as teacher-participants. This study regards
teachers as experts in their own lives, therefore, as active agents who co-labor and co-produce
knowledge alongside research written about them and for them. We also refer to participants also
as storytellers, as the data collected are stories about their lives, told and written by them.
All five participants self-identified as women. All are from varying Latin-American
country origins and self-identified as Latina. All five speak Spanish natively, as does the study’s
researcher. Therefore, we also refer to them as las maestras, which means teachers en Español.
All self-identified as current, or recently former, Queens residents, as well as New Yorkers. Each
has lived in Queens for the majority of their life, studied in their home community’s local public
schools, and now teaches (or has taught) in a local Queens public school. Prior to the research
study, the storytellers were unknown to one another. However, what they already had in common
brought them and their stories, and this study’s research and researcher altogether.
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Chapter 5 | The Study’s Qualitative Data and Data Collection Methods
An Introduction to…Qualitative Data and Data Collection Methods
The following chapter focuses on describing and explaining this research study’s
qualitative data—which are types and kinds of rich information not easily measurable, for
example, solely by quantitative numbers—and its data collection methods—which are the
processes of gathering and measuring the rich information of interest. Specific to this study, the
goal and focus were to gather rich information about the lived experiences, teaching pedagogy
and praxis of local Latinx public school teachers and community teachers in New York City,
through the lens of the borough of Queens. Furthermore, as the quantitative data of this
population of teachers is also not currently available, this reaffirmed the importance early on to
frame and design the study as qualitative research, in hopes to inspire future iterations of similar
work, both quantitative and qualitative, to continue and become materialized.
The study’s goal and focus were achieved through four (4) main data collecting
instruments and processes: Focus Groups; Reflexive Questions and Reflexive Writing Prompts;
Narratives Writings; and Semi-Structured Interviews. In the following chapter writing, we
explain each of these data-collecting instruments and processes. In the next chapter, we describe
and explain the methods and processes of reading, analyzing, and understanding the rich
information collected, known as qualitative methods of data reading, data coding, and data
analysis. What ultimately shaped the study’s decision-making and approaches in collecting its
rich information—its qualitative data and data collection methods—were several goals and
considerations.
First, rooted in the belief that people are experts in and about their own lives, the study’s
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main preoccupation was to ensure that the data collected were viewpoints obtained from the
perspective of the research-ed through primary sources and first-hand accounts—both written
about and generated by the research-ed themselves. Second, it was important to actively engage
in portraiture, the main method of inquiry for this study. More specifically, to center portraiture’s
main feature of blending the creative arts, creativity, and creative experiences, alongside the
rigorous science of conducting research—upfront and explicitly. Third, participants are
working-class adults, full-time classroom practitioners, one teaching artist/community educator,
and one full-time parent of young toddlers. As a result, it was important for this study to consider
how data could be collected as unobtrusively and as least labor-intensive as possible for the
study’s teacher-participants. In short, it was important to conceptualize forms of data and design
collection methods that collected primary information, in creative ways, and in a short and finite
amount of time.
The overarching goal of the study’s data and collection methods, as described below,
aimed to create multiple, varied, and layered opportunities for teachers to self-reflect, and be able
to share their own words to narrate their own lived experiences. In critical race theory, such
similar processes are referred to as storytelling, counternarratives, and counternarrative
storytelling. In addition, this goal also allowed the study’s researcher to write the study’s findings
as retratos, or teacher portraits, which are abbreviated individualized stories based on a theme
and utilizing self-narrative writing.
Research Study Timeline: The Study’s Data Collection Periods

There were three main data collection periods, or lengths of time in which the study’s
qualitative data was collected. The three groups of data collected from each time period are
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referred to as the study’s three (3) main data sets. The first main data set was the study’s
participants’ writings collected through four (4) individual focus groups which took place
between October through December 2021. The second main data set are the study’s participants’
rewrites of their focus group writings, which were collected in December 2021 and January
2022. The third main data set was collected through semi-structured interviews of the five (5)
participants that attended and participated in the focus groups and took place in January 2022.
Overall, the study’s qualitative data collection periods took place between the months of October
through December 2021, and the reading, coding, and analysis of this data took place between
the months of January 2022 through April 2022.
The Study’s Data: Focus Groups—The Writing Workshop Series
An Introduction to…Designing Focus Groups
As a result of the pandemic and constantly shifting safety measures and concerns in the
last two now almost three school years, the need to (re)conceptualize and design a research study
entirely remote-based and digitally accessible was evident early on in order to ensure
opportunities for participation, feasibility, and completion. As a qualitative research study, aimed
to collect informational data about a particular population of the city’s public school teachers, the
study’s main goal aimed to collect qualitative, primary-source, teacher narratives. Therefore, in
order to collect this data, four (4) focus groups were designed as remotely based and digitally
accessible. The rationale for focus groups was that it provided a familiar template and structure
as it was similarly modeled after teacher professional developments, which participants who are
teachers are familiar with, as well as a tangible and finite amount of time for participation and to
conduct research. In essence, focus groups became the main organizing lens which also allowed
77

the other various forms and instruments of data collection to actualize and materialize.
Framed as a series of teacher professional developments on writing and storytelling, the
focus groups were designed as both extracurricular (as in outside of contractual teaching
responsibilities) and creative (as in not contractual teacher assessment or teaching
outcomes-based). More specifically, the study framed an invitation for local Latinx teachers in
Queens to attend a series of workshops to both learn about storytelling as well as to write about
topics they know best and are experts of: being from, living in, and teaching in the borough of
Queens. In essence, the main goal of designing focus groups was to conceptualize ways to center
its own participants. These focus groups are referred to as The Writing Workshop Series and will
be described in detail below.
As a former creative writing instructor, and as an educator-scholar-activist with many
years of experience designing and facilitating inquiry-based study groups for public school
teachers with a New York City-based teacher collective activist group, it was important for the
study to think through a backward design approach: a method of designing educational
curriculum by setting goals before choosing instructional methods and forms of assessment.
Therefore, there were several overarching goals that guided The Writing Workshop Series.
First, a focus aimed to introduce participants to a range of examples of personal and self-written
narrative writings, as well as examples of storytellers, forms of storytelling, and examples of life
stories. These examples were multi-genre and multi-textual: ranging from spoken word and
singing; memoir excerpts, poetry, essays, and news articles; as well as multimedia, including
audio, video, and photography. Second, to immerse, engage, and invite participants in their own
praxis of self-reflection and memory-work and scaffold their praxis of personal narrative writing
of their own life stories into smaller and manageable steps. Third, to scaffold participants in
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connecting to and answering the study’s research questions, as well as creating opportunities for
their answers, or the study’s findings, to naturally emerge. Fourth, as previously mentioned, to
collect data in the least obtrusive and laborious ways possible. Therefore, a digital component,
via a shared Google Drive folder, organized and housed all of the focus group materials for the
study’s participants to self-guide and self-pace, always have access to, as well as to upload their
writings.
Organization and Thematic Flow
The Writing Workshop Series consisted of a total of four (4) focus groups. Each focus
group was two (2) hours to two and a half (2 ½) hours in length and took place via the Zoom
video conferencing platform. Each focus group was audio-recorded, with written and verbal
permission and consent given to by all of the study’s teacher-participants. Within this time frame,
the first forty-five (45) minutes to an hour were structured as immersion, while the second half of
the allotted time focused on the self through reflection and praxis, or the art of doing. In short,
what resulted from these goals, and through the study’s focus groups, was the possibility of
collecting teacher life stories, achieved through the processes of self-reflection, self-written
memory-based narrative writings, and the acts of telling stories through oral storytelling.
Each focus group’s theme connected to, and was organized thematically around, the
study’s two research questions: Question one (1): how do the histories and lived experiences of
New York City’s local Latinx teachers influence (inform) conceptualizations of their identity as
public school teachers and community teachers? Question two (2): how do their lived histories
and lived experiences influence (inform) their pedagogy and teaching praxis? Therefore, focus
groups one (1) and two (2) aimed for the study to gain insights about the participants; focus
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group three (3) aimed to explore and dig deeper into community teaching; focus group four (4)
aimed to imagine futures of public schools and community teaching.
Researcher Reflection: The Writing Workshop Series Data and Data Collection Note
It is important to note that all four focus groups were audio-recorded (with permission)
transcribed, analyzed, and referred to as the “live conversations data.” Although originally
conceptualized, designed, and considered as one main data set, for the purpose of this
dissertation, this form of data has not been included. The reason is that there was simply too
much data to focus the data findings chapters on. Therefore holding off on this study’s form of
data helped to keep the chapters and writing focused. In addition, while the live conversations
provide helpful insights, as they relate to the storytelling, they are not focused on the life stories
of the participants as the main material of discussion, but rather on the focus groups workshop
materials and resources. However, this specific data will be reconsidered and probably included
and written about in the future book iteration of this research study.
Research Study Timeline: The Writing Workshop Series

The Writing Workshop Series was finalized, announced, solicited, and received expressed
interest from possible teachers up through October 2021. Originally it was planned to cap and
limit participation to twenty (20) teachers, and from this pool have ten (10) teachers that agree to
be the study’s teacher-participants. However, there was a limited matched pool of candidates
available. While many New York City public school teachers expressed interest—specifically in
a research study focused on alumni public school students that became the city’s public school
teachers—the specificity of what this study inquired about and desired to learn about led to a
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limited pool of available teachers fitting the research subject focus and rationale. Out of ten (10)
teachers that did fit the criteria, a total of five (5) local Latinx teachers, both public school
teachers and community teachers, ultimately participated in The Writing Workshop Series during
the months of November and December 2021.
The Study’s Data: Reflexive Questions and Reflexive Writing Prompts
Data Collection: Part 1
In order to achieve the study’s goals, a total of three (3) reflexive questions/writing
prompts were designed per focus group. For each focus group, the same organizing flow and
structure for the groups of questions were followed for consistency. Question 1s: the focus is on
self-reflection and memory-based writing. Question 2s: the focus is on teacher pedagogy and
teaching praxis. Question 3s: are open-ended, and encourage activity-making, free-writing, and
collage-making. As there were four (4) focus groups in total, there were a total of twelve (12)
reflexive questions/writing prompts. Therefore, a total of sixty (60) individual responses/data
points were available for data reading, data coding, and data analysis.
In the following section, we introduce the reflexive questions/writing prompts of the
study.
The Study’s Reflexive Questions and Reflexive Writing Prompts
Question one (1) (the focus is self-reflection and memory-based writing) asked: How was
growing up in New York City and in your home neighborhood(s) for you? How were your
experiences attending New York City public schools? Any learning or schooling experiences that
stand out? Why?
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Question two (2) (the focus is teacher pedagogy and teaching praxis) asked: When you hear
“community” what comes to mind? What does community mean to you? In your teaching and
role as a teacher?
Question three (3) (is open-ended, encouraged activity-making, free-writing, and
collage-making) asked: What does it personally mean to you that you grew up in and learned in
NYC public schools? How has a public school education shaped and/or impacted you
personally?
Workshop 2
Question one (1) (the focus is self-reflection and memory-based writing) asked: Tell us about
your teaching background. How did you become a teacher? What was your personal teacher
journey and teaching journey like?
Question two (2) (the focus is teacher pedagogy and teaching praxis) asked: When you hear
“community teaching” and “community teachers” what/who comes to mind? Based on your
experiences—as alumni, public school, and community teachers—what would you like others to
know more about community teachers–-generally and specifically?
Question three (3) (is open-ended, encouraged activity-making, free-writing, and
collage-making) asked: I am a New York City public school teacher because…
Workshop 3
Question one (1) (the focus is self-reflection and memory-based writing) asked: Currently where,
what, and who do you teach? What is your school community and neighborhood like? Why do
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you teach in the school and/or community you teach in? What influenced or continues to
influence your decision? How are your relationships and experiences with students? With
administration and coworkers?
Question two (2) (the focus is teacher pedagogy and teaching praxis) asked:
Reflect on your teaching or a teaching experience in which you did not feel supported, or felt
disempowered, by powers outside of your control. How could you have been better supported?
By who? What does support and “showing up” for a community teacher look and feel like?
Question three (3) (is open-ended, encouraged activity-making, free-writing, and
collage-making) asked: How are teachers and community teachers represented in the media? By
the Department of Education? In teacher training/pedagogy/education programs?
Workshop 4
Question one (1) (the focus is self-reflection and memory-based writing) asked: What would you
like people to know about your teaching journey to your particular community school and
students?
Question two (2) (the focus is teacher pedagogy and teaching praxis) asked: What is the invisible
labor you do in your school or classroom? What do you add and contribute to your school,
community, and the Department of Education by being a community teacher?
Question three (3) (is open-ended, encouraged activity-making, free-writing, and
collage-making) asked: Imagine a teacher preparation course asked you what people should
know about community teachers and community teaching. Create a word and visual collage that
incorporates what you want people to know.
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Researcher Reflection: Reflexive Questions and Reflexive Writing Prompts
The purpose of the study’s reflexive questions and reflexive writing prompts, in short,
was to generate life stories, or stories about teachers’ lives, that related to, gave insights into, and
ultimately answered the study’s research questions. As semi-structured interviews were already
another form of the study’s data-collecting instruments, with their own specific interview
questions, these twelve (12) reflexive questions and reflexive writing prompts were designed to
be open-ended, promote memory-work, and generate elongated and sustained
self-reflection—with ample and sufficient time, as opposed to being asked: “on the spot” as
interviews often are. With that said, these particular reflexive questions and reflexive writing
prompts were, in fact, also designed to be possible interview questions a researcher or
interviewer could possibly ask. For example, they could be reshaped and rephrased by asking the
interviewee: “Tell me a story about…” at the beginning or end of each interview question.
With that said, it is also important to note that conducting a semi-structured interview is a
type of interview in which the interviewer asks only a few pre-determined questions, while the
rest of the questions are not planned in advance. Similarly, while the twelve (12) reflexive
questions and reflexive writing prompts asked specific information, the content of what
participants shared—in this case, life stories—there was no way to pre-determine in advance
what stories or experiences participants would ultimately share, nor in chronological or
sequential order. Another way said: what life stories teachers shared, how they chose to share
them, situated in which particular writing or interview questions, etc., were all outside the
control, interest, or focus of the study’s data design and collection method.
With that said, what was of interest to this specific data collection method is the
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reordering of stories—referred to as (re)writing, (re)telling, and (re)storying—that teachers
enacted and engaged with their own writing/life stories, which is why there is an included second
phase to this study’s particular data collection, as described below.
Research Study Timeline: Data Collection, Part 1

Responses to each focus group’s reflexive questions and reflexive writing
prompts—referred to as Data Collection, Part 1—was initially intended for participants to
submit post each focus group. Specifically, the Sunday after the focus group took place, and
throughout the months of October, November, and December 2021. The rationale was to provide
the researcher ample time and opportunity to sit and engage with the data, aka their stories.
However, early on it was clear that this pre-planned approach would not work for a variety of
reasons, but in general, participants desired and needed more time. Therefore, the final version of
participants’ responses was submitted electronically in mid-January 2022, which were then
analyzed as examples of life stories, storytelling, and counternarratives. While this pushed back
the study’s goals and deadlines significantly, since there was an already small sample size, and
all of the participants were invested in this study, this decision to reshift was important and
overall necessary.
The Study’s Data: Teacher Narratives—(Re)writing, (Re)Telling, and (Re) Story-ing
Data Collection: Part 2
As previously explained, there was a second step/phase to the study’s main data of life
stories through narratives, achieved through the focus groups’ collection of reflexive questions
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and reflexive writing prompts. As a study, inspired by portraiture as its main method of inquiry,
it was important to “…provoke people to see themselves as implicated in the work and want to
do something in relationship to it…” (Lawrence-Lightfoot, 2020). Therefore, participants were
asked to reorder, reorganize, and rewrite, if desired, all their writings post the fourth and final
focus group. This collection of writings is referred to as the study’s teacher narrative
writings—reordered, retold, and restory-ed, away from the chronological order and presented in
the focus groups, and instead how participants chose and want people to read and understand
their life stories. As experts of their own lives, and as active agents who co-labor and co-produce
knowledge alongside research written about them and for them, this second step/phase, while
extra and laborious, was critical and necessary.
In addition to this rationale, participants were intentionally not informed of this second
step/phase—until the end of the third focus group—primarily for two reasons. First, as a research
study focused on portraiture through self-writing, it was important to encourage participants to
foster their own creativity, organically. Second, as a research study focused on written life
stories, the processes of writing, revising, and rewriting are all aspects of the writing process,
therefore informing the importance to include an additional intentional and methodological step.
This decision proved to be useful, later on, in the study’s data reading, coding, and analysis. All
participants either included new writing/new life stories and/or deepened their previous shared
life experiences/writings/life stories. In short, all participants engaged in this process—even
while being optional and secondary. With that said, the study’s intent was not to notice or record
differences within these steps/phases of writing, but rather to provide participants autonomy and
agency in how their life stories were read, experienced, and ultimately shared.
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The following Table 2 organizes this step/phase/and the instructions participants were
given.
Table 2
Cumulative Storytelling Project: A Story About Me (your own title)
There are many stories you can tell about your life. Some interconnect, some stand out alone,
while others lead one into the other.
In thinking and reflecting about your life, journey, and experiences as a NYC public school
student alumnus, public school teacher and as a Queens community teacher…
How would your alumni teacher story be told? How do the writing prompts connect to that
story/your story? What else needs to be asked, said or told?
(Re)arrange workshop #1, 2, 3, 4 questions and responses in the order that you wish to tell
your story. What order would the writing prompts go in to tell your story?
What other questions would need to be asked, or what else would you like to say that the
writing prompts do not address?
Additional/optional/supplemental storytelling additions to your Cumulative Storytelling
Project: A Story About Me (your own title).
● Images
● Photographs
● Music
● Your unique perspective, approach, style, and contribution
Another way to think about it is if someone were to tell the story about your journey as an
alumni community teacher, what other stories do they need to know about you?
Another way to think about it is: if your alumni community teacher story were on a website
one day, how would you want it to be read and experienced?

Research Study Timeline: Data Collection, Part 2

Along with their final responses to the focus group’s reflexive questions and reflexive
writing prompts, together in one document, participants submitted their narrative writings
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electronically in mid-January 2022, which were then analyzed as examples of life stories,
storytelling, and counternarratives. As there were five (5) participants in the focus groups, there
were a total of five (5) documents of collective writings, or collection of life stories. Later on, the
transcribed text of each of their interviews—which are their oral life stories and
storytelling—were added to each participant’s collection of life stories. The culmination of all
these three forms of data together are the study’s teacher life story narrative artifacts. In the next
chapter, we focus on describing and explaining the reading, coding, and analysis of this data.
The Study’s Data: Semi-Structured Interviews
Data Collection: Part 3
In order to collect participants’ oral life stories and storytelling, it was important for this
study to conduct semi-structured interviews, which is a type of interview in which the
interviewer asks only a few predetermined questions while the rest of the questions are not
planned in advance. While the study’s interview questions were all pre-designed, what
participants ultimately shared could not be pre-planned in any way possible. Furthermore, it was
important to pre-design the study’s interview questions, as a research study that aimed to answer
research questions. A total of ten (10) semi-structured interview questions were designed to be
open-ended, encouraging participants in self-reflection and memory-work, in the hopes for life
stories and storytelling to naturally occur and be captured. Therefore, each interview was
audio-recorded (with permission) and later on transcribed by the researcher. Each interview
lasted for approximately one (1) hour.
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The following are the semi-structured interview questions teacher-participants were
asked.
The Study’s Interview Questions
Question one (1) asked: What has the experience participating in the workshop been like for
you? The purpose of this question was to provide an opportunity for teacher-participants to
reflect and self-synthesize their own connections between the study’s goals and their own
participation.
Question two (2) asked: Where are you currently in your life right now? The purpose of this
question was to gain insight into teacher-participants’ lives during the length of the study, as well
as to provide an opportunity for each to self-reflect and self-synthesize their own self-made
connections.
Question three (3) asked: What has teaching these past 2 years been like for you? The purpose of
this question was to gain insights into what teaching during the pandemic has been like for public
school teachers and community teachers.
Question four (4) asked: How was growing up in New York City and in your home
neighborhood(s) for you? What do you remember most about growing up in [insert
neighborhood]? How is your current neighborhood? The purpose of this question was to gain
insights into teacher-participants’ relationships with and in their home community, as well as
possible early community-related themes and memories.
Question five (4) asked: How would you describe your experiences as a NYC public school
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student? The purpose of this question was to gain insights into lived experiences in New York
City’s public schools and educational system, which we refer to as alumni-awareness.
Question six (6) asked: How would you describe your experiences as a NYC public school
teacher? The purpose of this question was to gain insights into memories and experiences in
New York City’s public schools, as well as insights into alumni students who became teachers.
Question seven (7) asked: What particular lived experiences and community experiences help
you be a community teacher? The purpose of this question was to provide an opportunity for
teacher-participants to reflect and self-synthesize their own connections between their lived
experiences and teaching praxis.
Question eight (8) asked: What do you add and contribute to your school, community, and the
Department of Education by being a community teacher? The purpose of this question was to
provide an opportunity for teacher-participants to reflect on and identify their own cultural
wealth.
Question nine (9) asked: What do you hope for the future for public schools, your school, and
your students? The purpose of this question was to gain insights into the structural and
policy-related issues and work needed from the perspective of insiders.
Question ten (10) asked: What do you hope for or what would you say to future community
teachers? The purpose of this question was to gain insights into the direction and work needed in
community teachers and community teaching from the perspective of insiders.
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Researcher Reflection: Semi-Structured Interviews and Questions
While the main goal of conducting interviews was to gain another form of data, its twin
goal was also to exemplify, demonstrate, and gain insights into how people tell stories, or
story-tell, to make meaning in different ways: when directly asked and prompted, and even when
not realizing they are doing so. For example, at times participants utilized the telling of a specific
memory—or memoria—to explain something asked or make a specific point. Other times
participants articulated several counternarratives and micro-stories within a larger life story, and
the amalgamation of these stories grouped together becomes one life story. At times, life stories
were told within their thematically similar or relevant interview questions, while other times
participants shared a memoria, testimonio, or counternarrative in a thematically different
interview question, but to the participant, the placement of the telling—the storytelling—made
sense. In short, the chronology of the life stories shared by participants was unique to each and
every one of them.
Research Study Timeline: Data Collection, Part 3

The study’s interviews were conducted in January 2022, three weeks after The Writing
Workshop Series. The goal and purpose were to give some time and distance post the focus
groups in order to encourage self-reflection, and also to gain insights into participants’
experiences having participated. The interviews produced a total of five (5) interview transcripts,
which are narrative transcriptions of the interview, as well as (5) digital audio files. Each
respective interview transcript and audio file was shared and emailed to each participant. The
purpose of this intentional qualitative researcher decision and action was for transparency and
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accountability, as to provide participants access and ownership to their own stories.
Furthermore, participants were also encouraged to read their own transcripts of their life
stories, both to consider in their writing revisions, as well as to exemplify, demonstrate, and give
evidence to how they story-tell. Many participants expressed not having realized their own
process of storytelling, until having read their transcript. In addition, almost all participants
utilized some or entire stories from their interviews in their narrative writing rewrites. Both of
these examples further illuminated and cemented the study’s interview and questions purpose
and goals
There were a total of ten (10) semi-structured interview questions per interview and per
participant, so a total of fifty (50) individual responses/data points for analysis. In the next
chapter, we focus on describing and explaining the reading, coding, and analysis of this data.
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Chapter 6 | The Study’s Qualitative Data Reading, Coding, and Analysis
An Introduction to…Qualitative Data Reading, Coding, and Analysis
The following chapter focuses on describing and explaining this research study’s
qualitative methods of data reading, data coding, and data analysis, or the methods and processes
of understanding the rich information collected. Specific to this study, these methods and
processes are a praxis of sifting, combing through stories, and looking for grains and kernels of
truth, people’s versions of the truth—their truth. In particular, those from the understudied,
systematically marginalized, and intentionally exploited people and communities. The goal of
these methods and processes is also ultimately to translate teacher-participants’ life stories, lived
experiences, and teaching expertise—collective knowledge—through an individualized narrative
portrait of them, which we refer to as retratos. After spending incredible amounts of time
transcribing interviews, reading, coding, analyzing the study’s data, as well as reorganizing and
retelling teacher-participants’ life stories, this study’s qualitative research and qualitative
researcher are convinced that knowing people well also means knowing their life stories—and
knowing them well.
Summary of Procedures/Phases
In order to read, analyze, and code teacher-participants’ cumulative collection of life
stories—shared as a result of the focus groups and in their individual interviews—the study’s
process was divided into four (4) main phases. The purpose of Phase 1 was to combine each
teacher-participants’ collection of life stories into one narrative document per participant. The
purpose of Phase 2 was to create analytical lenses/analytical tools to read, code, and analyze
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each teacher-participant’s narrative document. The purpose of Phase 3 was to read, code, and
analyze the narrative documents a total of six (6) times. The purpose of Phase 4 was to identify,
select, and rearrange teacher-participants’ life stories for the study’s research findings. In the
following sections, we describe and explain each phase, and their respective steps, for this
research study’s dating reading, coding, and analysis process.
Research Study Timeline: Data Reading, Coding, and Analysis

This study’s data reading, coding, and analysis procedures and phases took place between
February through March 2022. The data findings process and chapter writing took place between
April through June 2022.
The Study’s Data Reading, Coding, and Analysis Procedures/Phases

Phase 1: Creating Narrative Documents
The purpose of Phase 1 was to combine each teacher-participant’s cumulative writings,
or written life stories, with their interview transcript, or spoken life stories, transforming both
forms of data and versions of life stories into one narrative document per teacher-participant.
Step 1: Transcribing Interviews and Transcription Process
The purpose of Step 1 focused on transcribing each teacher-participant’s interview into a
readable accurate transcript and ensuring the accuracy of teacher-participants’ spoken words and
oral life stories. Since phone conversations as a direct recording is a blocked feature on all
cellular phones, relying on third-party applications was necessary. Each interview was voice
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recorded in two ways: first through the phone’s loudspeaker, and recorded via an iPad’s voice
memo application, and second, using the voice application feature of Zoom. Both of these
methods provided digital versions of the interviews.
Having digital files proved to be helpful in the study’s transcription of the interviews. In
order to ensure the accuracy of each teacher-participant’s spoken words, oral life stories, and
storytelling, each digital interview was uploaded and transcribed through three applications,
utilizing their transcription features, and includes Zoom, Microsoft Office, and Otter, which is a
third-party application. All three versions of the transcripts produced by these applications were
cross-checked and triangulated.
Researcher Reflection: Interview Transcriptions and Interview Transcribing
Ultimately the Otter application provided the most usable and semi-accurate transcript of
the interviews. However, the transcriptions and transcripts were nowhere near perfect or usable
as-is. One reason why all three applications, and hence transcripts, struggled for accuracy was
because of the quality of the recordings, having to record on loudspeakers, and through
third-party applications. Another reason is that while all the teacher-participants spoke both in
English and Spanish, often utilizing both simultaneously, also known as translanguaging, the
Spanish language was never recognized by these transcription features and applications. As a
result, each audio file/interview had to be relistened at least five (5) times, per
teacher-participant, in order to edit the original transcript into a more word-for-word accurate
transcript. The benefit of the study’s researcher speaking, reading, and writing fluently in
Spanish proved the most beneficial at this particular stage of the data reading, coding, and
analysis. Furthermore, the bilingual nature of the interviews is also what informed the study’s
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inclusion of translanguaging and the decision to frame the study’s findings as retratos, to honor
bilingualism fluency. With that said, what made the Otter application most successful is its
feature of having both audio and transcription features integrated into one platform. This readily
available feature and benefit made it much easier to continuously revise the interviews and
transcripts.
Step 2: Listening for Emerging Life Stories and Storytelling
The purpose of Step 2 paid attention to how teacher-participants framed stories, or how
stories were told, through verbal cues and gestures, words and phrases, in how the speech was
framed. While transcribing teacher-participants’ interviews, a particular focus was placed on
actively noticing, listening for, and note-taking for emerging life stories and forms of
storytelling. This step was crucial in informing and aiding the next phase, which was to identify
life stories. In order to do some, the following observations/notes/moves were made: First,
interview questions were placed within [brackets] to keep focus. Second, noticing and italicizing
words and moments that were emphasized by the speaker in their speech. Third, dash marks-were added to indicate an interruption or change by the speaker in speech, or to give insights into
when a story was going to be told, or in short, when storytelling occurred.
The following Table 3 organizes some of these observations.
Table 3
Word and Speech Indications and Indicators of Life Storytelling
Setting Up Memories, Scenes, and Stories
“And I was like…”
“And I said…”
“I remember…”
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“So it was like…”
“I know…”
“And I can remember…”
“Like…”
“And [the other person] was like…”
“And so…”
“And you know…” (as if asking for agreement. Then affirming with “ok cool” before
continuing.)
“It was like…”
“I can still hear her voice…”
“It was like it was yesterday…”
“As early as I can remember…”
Observations of Moves in Speech
Changing voice tones to indicate inner monologues/thinking…
Speaking in the third person about themself and their experience…
Starting a sentence one way, pausing, and rephrasing to retell the memory…
Starting with a date…
“Like…okay…” (a delay to set up a memory scene)
“So…” (a delay to write in speech/while speaking)
“And so…” (Jumping into a conversation mid-speech)
Beginning with, “I don’t know,” then articulating experience (counternarrative storytelling)
“I want to say that…” (counternarrative storytelling)
“Now that I think about it…” (aha moments/realizations/alumni-awareness)
“Right?” (as if asking for an agreement or witness to an experience)

Step 3: Combining
The purpose of Step 3 was to merge all of the collected data from and for each individual
of the study’s teacher-participants. Once each interview was meticulously transcribed and
verified through various listening, interview transcripts were added and combined with
teacher-participants’ cumulative writings, and transformed into one narrative document per
participant.
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Phase 2: Creating Analytical Lenses/Analytical Tools and Coding Rubrics
The purpose of Phase 2 was to create analytical lenses/analytical tools to read, code, and
analyze narrative documents as they relate to the research questions: (1): how do the histories
and lived experiences of New York City’s local Latinx teachers influence (inform)
conceptualizations of their identity as public school teachers and/or community teachers? (2):
how do their lived histories and lived experiences influence (inform) their pedagogy and
teaching praxis? The main way this goal and purpose was achieved was through self-made
coding rubrics that organized the research questions, analytical lenses/analytical tools, narrative
texts of the interviews, and the subsequent emerging life stories.
Step 1: Thematic Life Themes
The purpose of Step 1 was to create a method for consistency. In order to read, code, and
analyze each narrative document it was important for the study to decide on analytical lenses and
analytical tools to aid this process. Ultimately there were ten (10) selected and referred to as
thematic life themes. These life themes were identified through the study’s researcher’s reflection
notes and selected as they reoccurred throughout the focus groups in the teacher-participants’
conversations, writings, and subsequent interviews.
Specific to this study, the life themes/analytical lenses/analytical tools are the following:
(1) growing up in Queens, (2) identity and intersectionality, (3) path toward community teaching,
(4) definitions of community teachers, (5) Queens’ teaching, (6) praxis in current teaching, (7)
alumni-awareness, (8) counternarratives in teaching, (9) counternarratives about administration
and the DOE, and (10) counternarratives about workshops and professional developments.
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In the following section, we further describe and explain each of these life themes and
their purposes.
The Study’s Thematic Life Themes
Growing Up in Queens: This life theme looked for life stories and memories about growing up in
their neighborhoods in Queens, as well as early school, schooling, and experiences with teachers.
Identity and Intersectionality: This life theme looked for life stories and memories related to
racial, cultural, and linguistic identities, with a particular focus on how they intersect, relate, and
inform each other, as well as choques, or cross-cultural collisions.
Path Toward Community Teaching: This life theme looked for life stories and memories related
to community teaching experiences, pedagogies, and praxis.
Definitions of Community Teachers: This life theme looked for life stories and memories related
to conceptualizations of community teaching and identifying as a community teacher were
operationalized and described.
Queens’ Teaching: This life theme looked for life stories and memories specifically relating to
teaching in Queens and schools in Queens.
Praxis in Current Teaching: This life theme looked for life stories and memories related to
teaching, how and what is taught, and why.
Alumni-Awareness: This life theme looked for stories and memories related to the specific
expressed lived educational experiences and connections teachers make, in dialogue with the
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city’s public schools and education system, past and present, through the lens of now being a
teacher and practitioner.
Counternarratives in Teaching: This life theme looked for life stories and memories related to
how teachers challenge or rewrite dominant and inaccurate narratives.
Counternarratives About Administration and the DOE: This life theme looked for life stories and
memories related to expressed frustrations with school administrations and the department of
education.
Counternarratives About Workshops and Professional Developments: This life theme looked for
life stories and memories related to expressed experiences in this study’s focus groups of
professional developments on writing and storytelling, as well as professional developments
throughout lived experiences, including through the department of education.
The following Table 4 organizes these thematic life themes.
Table 4
Life Themes/Analytical Lenses/Tools
Research Questions

Connections to Research
Questions

Question one (1): how do the
histories and lived
experiences of New York
City’s local Latinx teachers
influence (inform)
conceptualizations of their
identity as public school
teachers and/or community
teachers?

-

Question two (2): how do
their lived histories and lived

-

-

Life stories and
storytelling
Definitions of
community teachers
Path toward
community teaching
Counternarratives in
teaching
Praxis in current
teaching
Alumni awareness
Queens’ teaching

Connections to Critical
Race Theory
-

Administration and
DOE
Counternarrative
storytelling
Intersectionality
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experiences influence
(inform) their pedagogy and
teaching praxis?

Step 2: Operationalizing Terminologies and Metaphors Through Translanguaging
The purpose of Step 2 focused on operationalizing terminologies and metaphors the study
understands as examples of storytelling—methods and practices—that are related to the study’s
research questions through a bilingual lens, referred to as translanguaging. Translanguaging is
both the life experience and pedagogical process of how bilingual people utilize more than one
language to describe, make sense of, interact, and exist in the world. As both the study’s
teacher-participants and researcher are all fluent Spanish language speakers, translanguaging as a
lens proved to both be useful and necessary. Therefore, this analytical tool design step was
crucial in informing and aiding the next step in coding for life stories.
In the following section, each translanguaging terminology and metaphor are described,
explained, as well as examples given for.
The Study’s Translanguaged Terminologies and Metaphors
Terminologies
Memoria: Refers to an expressed, brief, life moment, reflection, memory, or expression
of a lived experience. For example, the memory of a specific elementary school picture day of
any specific school grade. En Español, an example would be when someone says: recuerdas
cuando…? [remember when..?]
Testimonio: Refers to a recounting of a memoria/memory/lived experience that leads to
an articulation, statement, universal truth, affirmation, belief, counternarrative, and/or critique, as
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speakers do on pulpits or soapboxes. For example, a lived experience that critiques a system of
power, such as having to travel between boroughs to attend your high school only because your
local zoned school was not educationally equipped to meet your learning needs, countering an
illusion of school choice. En Español, an example would be when someone says: y por eso…
[this is why…]
Life story: Refers to a recounting/retelling/putting together of a longer memoria, or lived
experience, through storytelling methods, often to make a point and/or synthesize self-made
connections. For example, recounting your memories in Prep for Prep or “Gifted and Talented”51
programs, what these experiences taught or didn’t teach you, and ultimately how spending your
free time in these programs affected your relationship with your friends and school peers. En
Español, an example would be when someone says: esto así pasó, y por eso… [x happened…and
that is why…]
Counternarrative: Rooted in critical race theory and refers to narratives that arise from
the vantage point of those who have been understudied, systematically marginalized, and
intentionally exploited people and communities that challenge or rewrite dominant and
inaccurate narratives. For example, public school students who left school before graduating
share and write policy recommendations for minimum and maximum age limits that can
challenge and impact “compulsory school attendance laws.”52 En Español, an example would be
when someone says: si yo hubiera sabido, esto no hubiera pasado… [if I had known…x would
not have happened…]

51

See: De Blasio to Phase Out NYC Gifted and Talented Program - The New York Times
See: Table 1.2. Compulsory school attendance laws, minimum and maximum age limits for required free
education, by state: 2017
52
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Metaphors
Mirrors, reflections, and parallels: Refers to reflexive and metacognitive thinking about
the similarity and overlappings of lived experiences. For example, a public school teacher
teaches from the same book or textbook they read and had as a student. En Español, an example
would be when someone says: eso te paso? también a mi! [that happened to you?! the same
happened to me!]
Trenzas and haciendo trenzas: Rooted in Chicana feminist epistemologies and refers to
braids as a metaphorical and analytical tool in short to describe the weaving, threading, and
braiding of lived experiences. For example, when a public school teacher contacts a specific
parent on weekends, instead of weeknights, knowing the likelihood of their availability being
more open and available than not because of x reason. En Español, an example would be when
someone says: hice eso por que… [I did this because of…]
Alumni-awareness: Refers to the specific expressed lived educational experiences and
connections public school student alumni make, in dialogue with the city’s public schools and
education system, past and present, through the lens of now being a public school teacher. For
example, a public school teacher always has food and snacks available for students knowing how
it feels to be able to enjoy food in class as a student. En Español, an example would be when
someone says: me recuerdo cuando…y por eso ahora… [I remember when x happened and
now…]
The following Table 5 organizes them as well.
Table 5
Operationalizing Terminologies of Study’s Storytelling Methods & Practices
Storytelling Methods
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Memoria
Testimonio
Life story
Counternarrative
Metaphors
Mirrors, reflection, and parallels
Trenzas
Alumni-awareness

Phase 3: Utilizing Analytical Lenses/Analytical Tools and Coding Rubrics
The purpose of Phase 3 was to read, code, and analyze each teacher-participant’s
narrative documents—each ranging between 80 to 100 pages—a total of six (6) times to code for
life themes utilizing the analytical lenses/analytical tools created, and as they relate to the
research questions.
Step 1: Reading Process
The purpose of step one focused on reading each teacher-participant’s narrative
documents. The first two narrative document readings focused on “experiential reading.” This
process and goal is similar to the practice of “cold reading” in theater spaces when actors read
scripts with little to no practice, rehearsal, or preparation ahead of time. The purpose of these two
readings is to experience teacher-participants’ narrative documents for joy and pleasure, as raw
and natural as presented. The third and fourth narrative document readings focused on reading
and coding for thematic life stories, utilizing the analytical lenses/analytical tools created in
phase 2. The fifth and sixth narrative document readings focused on reading and coding for
thematic life stories utilizing a color-coded theme approach. The purpose of this method, in
addition to visually more easily organizing thematic life stories in each narrative document, but
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also to engage in this process in a different and creative way to foster the potential of a different
experience and process.
Step 2: Reorganization of Life Stories
The purpose of Step 2 focused on re-organizing all of the identified thematic life stories
into thematic rubrics. This step was approached in two different ways. The first method was to
organize all of the teacher-participants’ life stories on growing up in their particular home
community and neighborhood organized into one rubric, another rubric organized all of their
stories on their identities and how they intersect with their teaching or identity as a teacher, and
so on. This produced a total of ten (10) thematic life theme rubrics. This method proved to
become overwhelming and unsuccessful for this research study and its goals and purposes.
Particularly when writing the dating findings as chapters, three thematic life themes per chapter,
and a total of five participants and their stories, overwhelmed.
As a result of this data reading, coding, and analysis process it was evident and decided
that each teacher-participant would have their individual chapter. Therefore, the second method
was to organize all of the teacher-participants’ life stories into one main rubric per participant, so
a total of (5) main rubrics were created.
Step 3: Thematic Rubrics and Researcher Reflexive Notes
The purpose of Step 3 focused on creating opportunities for the study’s researcher to
self-reflect through reflection/memo notes on the life stories being read and analyzed. In order to
do so, each life story was given a title that encompasses the story’s essence, and always utilizing
the teacher-participant’s own words. The format and structure of each life story title is as
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follows: “[teacher-participant’s own words].” Afterward, a summary of the life story was created,
keywords were identified, and emerging connections to research questions, themes, and
theoretical frameworks were made. This step proved to be critical and useful later on in creating
each participant’s retrato—teacher portrait.
The following Table 6 organizes this approach.
Table 6
Life Themes/Analytical Lenses/Tools
Working title:
Summary:
Keywords:
Connections to research questions:
Connections to Teorias—Theory
Administration and
DOE
Counternarratives
storytelling
Intersectionality
Life stories and
storytelling
Definitions of
community teachers
Path toward community
teaching
Counternarratives in
teaching
Alumni-awareness
Queens’ teaching
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Step 4: Reading Across Thematic Rubrics
The purpose of Step 4 was to triangulate the research and its findings. This goal and
process was achieved by compiling all five (5) thematic rubrics into one main collective group
rubric. Afterward, this rubric was to read across life stories, in search of patterns, commonalities,
and differences, and to write further research notes.
Step 5: Identifying and Selecting Life Stories
The purpose of Step 5 was to reorganize each teacher-participant’s collection of identified
life stories. This step focused on selecting the life stories, as they relate to the research questions,
for each teacher-participant that would or could be written about in the next phase, focused on
the research findings. It is important to note that not all life stories were included or written about
in the research findings, as there were simply too many. This realization also informed the
importance of including each teacher-participant’s collection of life stories in one document,
available via a hyperlink, and located in this document’s table of contents.
Phase 4: The Study’s Data Findings: Creating Retratos—Teacher Portraits
The purpose of Phase 4 was to rearrange a sample of each teacher-participants’ life
stories into individual documents, which ultimately would become individual chapters: one per
each participant of the study. The format of the study’s findings, chapters 7-11, are written
individualized retratos of the study’s teacher-participants, and are referred to as retratos. Specific
to this study, the retratos focus on the stories and storytelling that relate to how the lived
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experiences of teacher-participants, as early public school students and community members, and
later on, inform their teaching praxis and their conceptualizations of being public school teachers
and community teachers.
Introduction to…Retratos—Teacher Portraits

At first glance retratos is a literal and linguistic translation of portraits in Spanish,
however, it also means so much more. Retratos was inspired by Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot’s
(1994) description of its main inquiry method of portraiture, and its feature of thinking through
the process of how portraits are composites that are co-constructed to create a fuller whole
representation. Similar to polaroid pictures and instant photography, retratos are condensed,
compacted, and abbreviated versions of the composite or whole image being reflected. In short,
retratos focus on a theme and have a thematic focus; a slice of a person’s whole life that connects
to their larger and whole life story. Retratos extends its thinking to include how people engage,
reflect, and make meaning of their lives in current times: through multiple textures, forms, and
mediums—including social media and digital media, online creative writing, as well as multi
textual forms of writing, both written and oral forms, as exemplified in the stories and
storytelling told through this research study and dissertation.
Retratos also extends portraiture in thinking about the connections between life
experiences and language through the lens of translanguaging.53 Urban education professor and
translanguaging expert, Ofelia García, explains: “Translanguaging is the act performed by
bilinguals of accessing different linguistic features or various modes of what are described as
autonomous languages, in order to maximize communicative potential” (2009, p. 140).
53

Resource: Translanguaging Guides | CUNY-NYSIEB
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Translanguaging is both the lived experience and pedagogical process of how bilingual and
multilingual people utilize features of their known languages to describe, make sense of, and
interact with the world around them.
As all the teachers are native and fluent in spoken and written Spanish, they also utilized
Español throughout the focus groups, in their writing, and alongside the researcher. Retratos
captures the bilingual nature and linguistic elements of how bilingual and multilingual people
also utilize language to construct themselves, make meaning of their lived experiences, be able to
describe, through words, at times specific and impactful only in one’s native tongue, and to one’s
own culture and people.
Specific to this study, retratos focus on the stories and storytelling that relate to how the
lived experiences of teachers as students—or alumni students—and as local community
members, inform their teaching praxis and their conceptualizations of being public school
teachers and community teachers. What makes these retratos, or portraits of public school
teachers and community teachers, is that they are co-constructed alongside the study’s
teacher-participants as storytellers: teacher life stories through the processes of self-reflection,
self-written memory-based narrative writings, and the acts of telling stories and storytelling.
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The Study’s Retrato Flow and Organization
We have structured the organization and flow of the study’s retratos in the following
ways.
I.

Introduction
In this section the teacher-participant/storyteller/la maestra is introduced.

II.

Queens Roots and Raices
In this section stories about Queens are shared, both about community-specific
experiences as well as early educational experiences.

III.

Becoming a Community Teacher and Community Teaching
Stories of the journey in becoming a community teacher as well as community teaching
practices are shared in this section.

IV.

Pedagogy and Teaching Praxis
Stories on teaching and teacher practice are shared here.

V.

Storytelling Reflections
In this section relevant reflections related to the storytelling process and reflexive praxis
are shared.

VI.

Haciendo Trenzas
Located in the conclusion section, reflections and lessons of each retrato are shared.

Please note: As retratos only focus on a slice of a person’s life, each teacher-participant’s
collection of life stories has been collected and is available to be read, in a separate document
and accessible via a hyperlink in the table of contents section of this dissertation document.
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The Study’s Teacher–Participants/Storytellers/Las Maestras
The five teacher-participants/storytellers/las maestras of A Queens Community Teacher
Storytelling Project are Alexandra, Christina, Jasmin, Nathalie, and Nia. All self-identify as
either Afro-Caribbean or Latina, or a combination of racial and cultural identifiers. All five are
alumni of New York City’s public schools and have taught in public schools as well, across a
range of subjects, and years of teaching. All five were willing and asked to appear here under
their own names.
Alexandra (she/her/ella) self-describes as an Afro-Caribbean, Dominican Latina woman
raised in Richmond Hill, Queens. She currently still lives within walking distance of her home
community. She is an alumnus of PS 54, PS 99, Russell Sage Junior High, and Flushing High
School. She is a visual arts teacher who has 14 years of teaching experience and taught visual
arts in Astoria for the past 10 years in the same public school. In terms of writing, she wrote a
Master's thesis on her journey to becoming an art teacher and enjoys journaling and
self-reflection.
Christina (she/her/ella) self-describes as a Colombian/Ecuadorian Latina woman raised
in Jackson Heights, Queens. She currently lives in Rego Park, Queens. Christina is an alumnus
of the following New York City public schools: P.S. 69 and I.S. 145, both in Jackson Heights,
and Fashion Industries in Chelsea, Manhattan. She is an English Language Arts (ELA) high
school teacher, and in her fifth (5th) year of teaching. Christina also currently teaches in her own
high school alma mater. In terms of writing, Christina enjoys personal journaling.
Jasmin (she/her/ella) self-describes as a Honduran Latina woman raised in various parts
of New York City, but mainly in Ridgewood, Queens. For the last ten years, she has lived in
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Woodhaven, Queens. Jasmin is a universal pre-kindergarten (pre-k) teacher in Elmhurst, Queens,
and is in her fifteenth (15th) year of teaching. Jasmin, and both of her two children, are alumni of
the following New York City public school: I.S. 77 on Cypress Avenue in Ridgewood. In terms
of writing, while she does not identify as a creative writing writer, she is passionate about
reading and enjoys reading people’s creative writing.
Nathalie (she/her/ella) self-describes as a Colombian Latina woman raised in Sunnyside
and Woodside, Queens. She currently lives in Washington Heights, Manhattan. Nathalie began
her teaching career as a vocal coach and an after-school music teacher in her local home
community. She is currently the music director of her childhood church in Woodside. Nathalie is
an alumnus of the parochial school, St. Teresa RC School in Woodside and St. Raphael RC
School in Long Island City, and an alumnus of the following New York City public schools:
Fiorello H. LaGuardia H.S. for Music and Art and Performing Arts, located in Queens and
Manhattan. In terms of writing, Nathalie is a singer and songwriter who enjoys songwriting and
personal journaling.
Nia (she/her/ella) self-describes as an Afro-Caribbean Dominican Latina woman raised in
her home community of Corona, Queens. During the course of this study and life storytelling
project, Nia moved from her lifetime home community to The Bronx while remaining to teach in
Ridgewood, Queens. She is an alumnus of P.S. 19, I.S. 5, and Townsend Harris High School. Nia
is a bilingual speech-language pathologist public school teacher in her tenth (10th) year of
teaching. Nia began her teaching career in her home community, and since then, in Ridgewood,
Queens. In terms of writing, she does identify as a writer and has previously published her
writing.
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Chapter 7 | Alexandra’s Retrato | Richmond Hill

I.

Introduction

Alexandra is an Afro-Caribbean Dominican Latina woman in her mid-to-late 40s. She is
an artist, visual arts educator, daughter, partner, and mother to a 7-year-old and a 2-year-old, who
are her pride and joy and the current focus of her life. There are two main interconnected trenzas,
or braided themes, important in understanding Alexandra’s life stories. First, as a self-identified
proud lifelong learner and artist, creativity and “creative experiences” are central and recurring
themes, both in her life and in Alexandra’s storytelling. We refer to these life reflections and
stories as Alexandra’s artist–trenzas: artistic lifelong aspirations for herself, currently for her
daughters, collectively for all the students she has taught in the past, and for the people she will
someday teach. Second, becoming a mother has profoundly impacted Alexandra’s worldview,
and in particular, shifted and redefined her current and forthcoming life goals. We refer to these
life reflections and stories as Alexandra’s mother–trenzas, or mother–centered braided themes.
Through Alexandra’s life stories and storytelling, we gain insights into how these aspects of her
identity—as a former public school student, mother, and artist—inform one another and braided
together, shaping her understanding of self, teaching pedagogy and praxis, as a Queens public
school teacher and community teacher.
II.

Queens Roots and Raices

Alexandra was born in the Dominican Republic and raised in Richmond Hill, a
commercial and residential neighborhood located in the southwestern section of the borough of
Queens in New York City. “I am still in Richmond Hill. I live half a mile away from where I
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grew up. Yeah, so I've been here my whole life” (interview). Despite this fact, and having a
lifelong wealth of experiences in Richmond Hill, when asked directly to describe her home
community, Alexandra was taken aback for a moment.
[“ …it felt like home but it didn't feel like home.”]
“I’m going to be really transparent.
When I saw that question in the prompts it wasn’t a question that I could just answer, like
off the top of my head. It didn’t come like a natural response, like: “Oh, how old are
you?”
Um, I really had to think about that experience…
It’s like, it felt like home but it didn’t feel like home. But there were layers to that”
(interview).
One possible layer Alexandra offers is that despite Queens being known to be ethnically,
culturally, linguistically, and racially diverse, early on in life she, herself, felt a disconnect. In the
following life story, she locates the awareness of how it was only until more families that
“looked like her” moved into her neighborhood that Alexandra began “feeling more at home” in
her community and eventually identifying racially more with herself.
[“Growing up in Queens New York City…As diverse as Queens can be…”]
“Growing up in Queens New York City straddled a fine line between feeling like home
and me feeling like an outcast.
As diverse as Queens can be, my pocket of Queens - Richmond Hill (where I was raised)
was not as eclectic (at the time).
The only place where there were Latinos were rampant was in the bodegas. They either
worked in or owned. Those bodegas were lined up like crabs in a barrel on Jamaica
Avenue.
It wasn’t till about the mid-90s that Richmond Hill got an influx of West
Indian/Caribbean families. The more I started to look like the demographic the more it
felt like home?” (workshop writing).
This is why, in addition to being born in the Caribbean, being and identifying as an Afro-Latina
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teacher—both personally, and also as a cultural role model for her students, who are majority
Black and Latinx—is important to Alexandra, which she has shared throughout her storytelling.
Still living in Richmond Hill, as a lifelong cultural insider, Alexandra’s storyteller ability
to give insights into and about her home community is both through broad strokes, as well as
intimate micro details. For example, while reflecting on Richmond Hill throughout the decades,
Alexandra first frames the context of how her home community has changed.
[“I've watched the neighborhood transition a lot.”]
I've watched the neighborhood transition a lot.
Because I've lived in the same neighborhood for 40 years.
I've seen it go from like residential and factories to commercial while still staying
residential” (interview, 1/2).
Midway through her response, Alexandra pauses, and then engages in the process of storytelling
by retrieving and retelling an earlier life memory that further illustrates her point about race,
class, and gentrification in her home community.
“You know, the memory that stands out the most to me is…
I spent a lot of time indoors. And looking out that fire escape window is a memory that is
so vivid. And looking into those backyards and seeing white people--with swimming
pools, literally golden retrievers. And thinking like, “Wow, I wonder what that’s like”
(interview, 2/2, emphasis on voice inflection).
In this life story example, Alexandra recognizes the contradiction between the spatial and
financial limitations within her home life, and the displays and performances of wealth occurring
outside and in her community, through the lens of white neighbors. In addition to class and race,
Alexandra’s life stories and storytelling about growing up in Richmond Hill are also memories of
longing for identity and place.
[“I am still in Richmond Hill…Yeah, so I've been here my whole life. ”]
“So it wasn’t just about, like the neighborhood, it was also like my home environment.
You know, like a combination of those two things, which really affect you: as a child, as a
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teenager.
I was raised by my parents until my dad passed away at eleven. And when my dad passed
away, it was just me and my mom.
But then also like the living situation…it was a 700 square foot apartment.
Even though it was just me and my mom, I never really felt like there was like space for
me there. I had to talk myself into feeling at home for...I don’t know”
(interview, emphasis on voice inflection)
As Alexandra explains, one reason she gives for “not feeling at home” is as a result of the
physical spatial constraints within her home life: “…growing up in a 700 square-foot
one-bedroom prewar apartment. I resided primarily in what was the living room/dining
room/family room also known as my bedroom and office until the age of 31…I felt like I was
squeezed into a space; almost like an afterthought” (workshop writing) and why “…even though
it was just me and my mom, I never really felt like there was like space for me there” (interview).
Together these layers of experiences and memories tell a larger story about Alexandra’s lifelong
journey to be able to identify racially and culturally, and find home and her place in the world.
Despite living in the most racially, ethnically, and culturally diverse borough and
attending schools that reflected these diversities, Alexandra describes early on as feeling racially
lost in her schooling as well, which she describes as: “I could never really, like, find my footing”
(interview), another recurring theme throughout Alexandra’s life stories and storytelling.
[“The only time being Latina was something that I was proud of…”]
“I was constantly teased because of my height, weight, and hair texture.
I was racially ambiguous and therefore I couldn’t identify with anything because I didn’t
look like anyone. As a result, I never felt black enough, white enough, or Latina enough
for the demographic of the schools that I went to.
The only time being Latina was something that I was proud of was when I was helping
my white teachers translate something for ESL students in my class”
(workshop writing).
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Alexandra’s life reflections and stories give insight into how early racial experiences in her
schooling have both shaped her emerging racial identity as a young person, and ultimately her
teaching praxis.
“I really couldn't identify…And I could never really, like, find my footing.”
“It wasn't until high school that I experienced more racism. It wasn't so much the
teachers, it was more the students.
So, I did mention that I was never, like, “Black enough” for the Black girls or “Latina
enough” to hang out with the Spanish girls.
And because I went to Flushing High School, it was like, you know, the demographics
were super mixed. It was predominantly Chinese, African American, and then
Dominican. And I could never really, like, find my footing.
So like the educational experiences, they kind of fall back a little bit, because
emotionally, I was in disarray.
Because I really couldn't identify. And that's really important for teenagers” (interview).
Reflecting on these lived experiences gives insight into how Alexandra’s past school experiences
as a teenager serve as mirrors, reflections, and parallels: lenses into how she can and does relate
to current students. This is one reason why it is important for Alexandra to create artistic
opportunities in her teaching praxis for students—who are also majority Black and Latinx, much
like herself—to also self-reflect on themselves and their identities as works in progress, so they
too can one day “find their own footing.”
In addition to some of the early racial and racist schooling memories, relating to her
praxis with students, these lived experiences also shape her current role as a mother and in
Alexandra’s mothering. One parallel between these two aspects of her identity and lived
experiences can perhaps best be illustrated in the following life story, about an early racist
schooling experience with a teacher, which Alexandra’s own mother witnessed.
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[“…that fourth-grade teacher…it was in front of my mom that she said that I was
not smart enough to be a teacher.”]
“…elementary school, like fourth grade, is when I experienced my first bit of racism with
that fourth-grade teacher who--she really gave me a hard time.
…I didn’t mention this in the writing, but I had told my mom I was having a hard time
with this teacher.
And my mom decided to come in and observe the class for a day. And she just sat quietly
in the back and the teacher was so, like, in her own head, that she continued to be
verbally abusive, even with my mom in the classroom.
And it was in front of my mom that she said that I was not smart enough to be a
teacher…
And what my mom actually did was she pulled me out of that school, and she put me in
another school--still in our neighborhood--that just was, you know, according to her,
“better.” But it was one of the best decisions I think she ever made. It’s where I met my
best friends and we're still friends, you know, 25 years later.
So, you know, I went from like a terrible experience that turned out to be a blessing”
(interview).
This is an important schooling memory and experience as Alexandra made it a point to mention
that it was in front of her mother that she was told she was “not smart enough to be a teacher.” In
addition to this schooling experience being awful and racist, she uses this life story to give
insight into another life theme. Despite other ways in which her mom was perhaps limited—in
terms of societal access to power, as an immigrant, and working-class woman of Color—the
decision and action her mother made to pull Alexandra out of this first school and transfer her to
another—is what she now marks as important. In retrospect she is able to identify how this
shaped her educational journey and life in impactful ways. Alexandra ultimately became a
teacher—despite this experience—and the fact this experience did not prevent Alexandra from
becoming a teacher, this life story and the act of storytelling, is also an example of a
counternarrative.
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The trenzas Alexandra now makes, as a mother herself, ultimately provided her a
compassionate awareness, which she describes as a lens. “But I guess the major difference is the
lens; like my mom didn't have the awareness that I have. Because, you know, she’s an immigrant
so her priorities were different…” (interview). She also makes the connection and shares the
paralleling awareness of how she does not want her own children to experience similar racially
discriminatory schooling experiences as she once did. “So for me, it’s like, “What can I protect
my children from so that they don’t go through what I went through?” (interview). This is an
example of Alexandra’s mother-trenzas: her weaving, braiding and making sense of mothering,
or mother-centered themes. In the article: “Harlem's ‘Motherwork’ Post-Brown: Implications for
Urban School Leaders,” (2020) urban education scholar, Terri Watson, refers to mother-actions,
such as these, by Black and Latina women who are mothers, as motherwork. Watson explains:
“Motherwork, like Black Feminist Theory, recognizes the chasm between White women and
women of colour that results in different experiences centered in the acts of mothering (Collins,
1994)” (p. 245). This early schooling memory is also important later on in her life as a mother as
Alexandra shares her intersectional awareness of how these early experiences shaped her own
parenting decisions—her own motherwork—relating to her children’s schooling in life, in a
similar but different way. When asked about her own daughters’ schooling Alexandra explained
the importance of class size and teacher-to-student ratio as what ultimately led to her
decision-making:
“So they're in Catholic school, but that's purely out of two things…number one is the
convenience because the school is two blocks away. And number two, the fact that the
classes are smaller. So Olivia's class size is only 17 students. Versus what happens in the
Department of Education, they max 'em out like a 35 or 36, you know, depending who
the union rep is.
So that was important for me: for her not to get lost in the system. Which is why I opted
into Catholic school; not necessarily because the quality of education was going to be
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better, but I didn't want her to disappear” (interview).
This intersectional reflection is important as it personifies Alexandra’s connections and trenzas
between her identities as a daughter, and a former public school student that became a teacher,
shaping her decisions now as a mother. It is an example of Alexandra’s duality in the
borderlands—as a mother who has experienced public education herself, as well as a teacher in
public schools—Alexandra hace trenzas to connect all these facets of her identity and lived
experiences to connect how class size and student to teacher ratio are a way that her daughters
could potentially “get lost in the system” and “disappear.” Paralleling her mother’s actions—her
motherwork—Alexandra’s mother-trenzas provide her a framework to situate and ground her
current mothering actions. The lessons she’s learning through motherhood are important lenses
through which she both sees and regards herself, her role, pedagogy, and teaching praxis as a
community teacher.
“[…Becoming a mother made me a better teacher].”
“…you know, after I became a parent, was when I really realized that I want to treat my
students the way I would want teachers to treat my children. So that was a big shift:
becoming a mother made me a better teacher. Um a 100%.
And I just think that…if you had a scale in front of you, it's between that, you know,
treating other people's children the way I want my children to be treated, especially when
they're having creative experiences” (interview).
Alexandra’s weaving, braiding, making sense of, and articulating aspects of her mothering that
inform other aspects of her identity, in particular, profoundly shaping her identity as a teacher,
pedagogy, as well as her teaching praxis.
III.

Becoming a Community Teacher and Community Teaching

Life reflection, in particular during transitional periods of her life, is cornerstone to
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Alexandra’s process, stories and storytelling, and ultimately shaping her teaching praxis as a
community teacher. In her early 30s, right before becoming a classroom teacher, Alexandra had a
pivotal “life reflection mirror moment.” In the following life reflection and story, Alexandra
reflects on her lived experience of being the only woman of Color in workspaces as being the
reason that propelled her to have a change of career, which led to her path into teaching and
becoming a visual arts teacher.
[“Teaching was a change of career for me.”]
Teaching was a change of career for me.
“I was formally a graphic designer and got tired of being the only Brown/Latina girl in
the office and being in the cubicle. I woke up and quit my job at the magazine and went
back to school to pursue a BFA in secondary education and photography; followed by a
MAT (Masters in Art Teaching)” (workshop writing).
“Teaching was a change of career for me. Formally a graphic designer, I grew tired of
being the only BIPOC in the office and being trapped in the cubicle. One beautiful spring
day, I woke up, called my boss, and quit my job at the magazine.
After careful thought and consideration, I went back to school to pursue a BFA in
secondary education and photography. With no breaks after undergrad, I quickly jumped
into a Masters in Art Teaching program.
About a month after finishing my master's, I got a phone call from a classmate from
graduate school informing me that the school she was working for needed a second art
teacher. The caveat was I had to teach two classes out of “license.”
I interviewed, got hired on the spot. Here I am 10 years later” (workshop writing, 1/2).
Self-reflexive moments like these give insight into how important life self-reflection is to
Alexandra. Another example is how her master’s thesis topic was also another opportunity to
cumulatively self-reflect on her own life.
“My thesis was: “The Journey To Becoming An Art Teacher,” and it was–
I just wanted to understand better, like, why I did what I did, why I had that change in
career?
Because it’s just--I love thinking about thinking and the better I understand my motives
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and my process, the easier things just become for me.
Because I like to, like, dig deep, if that makes sense” (interview, 1/3).
When asked how similar or different these two types of writings—her thesis and current
self-reflection in this storytelling project—were for her, Alexandra explained.
“Well, in comparison to my thesis it’s very different…
This writing is post, you know, almost 14 years of experience in the classroom. So the
level of reflection that I have as a--I guess a veteran teacher at this point, it’s just different
from the lens through which I'm looking through and responding.
For my master's thesis, it was more like…how I got into teaching, why did I decide to
become an art teacher, and the steps I took before I got into grad school…”
(interview, 2/3).
As a result of her own personal experiences, deep passion for, and lived experiences with
self-reflection, Alexandra is able to make the connection of how her teaching praxis also creates
opportunities for her students to also self-reflect, through art.
“So, for me, when I turn-key any art project, I really have students focus on themselves.
Like, you know, similar to what you're doing here with this project: focus on a personal
journey. Or make sure that the projects are connected to an aspect of themselves, so that
they can get to know themselves better and I can get to know them better as well”
(interview, 3/3).
It is through the process of self-reflection, narrative writing, and storytelling that
Alexandra is able to see new parallels of how her earlier schooling experiences—specifically
with teachers and art teachers—are what ultimately led to her own path to becoming an art
teacher.
“There are a lot of things that are similar because of the--I want to say the life journey.
So, you know, deciding to become an art teacher was definitely inspired by the art
teachers that I had.
And I know that there's a question somewhere in the interview where I cross-reference
those art teachers. I guess I never really thought about it.
And now in thinking about it--I can't identify all of the similarities--but I could see more
parallels in some places. You know, in terms of the writing” (interview).
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An example of a parallel between her own early schooling memory and her future role as a
community teacher is the result of her second-grade teacher embodying good community
teaching praxis, which Alexandra learned from and still carries these community-centered
lessons today.
“…like I mentioned my second-grade teacher and her being so amazing. And really
trying to involve students in the community, and teaching them how to give back. So
that's something that I--something that's stuck with me. Especially visiting the nursing
homes and spending a lot of time with, I guess geriatrics? Sounds so PC but, you know,
that’s the truth” (interview, emphasis on voice inflection).
These early memories of impressionable public school teachers are important to Alexandra; in
particular, with specific art teachers, meaningful art-making experiences, and memories.
“In Ms. Weiss’ class, we did a lot of drawing and painting. She taught me how to
appreciate art materials, and other artists and made me feel proud of my finished art
pieces. I ended up going to the Fashion Institute of Technology because of her guidance.
In my third year at the Fashion Institute of Technology, I bumped into Ms. Weiss in an art
supply store that I worked in and got to thank her (so much) for the impact she had on my
life. We both cried. Wherever she is, I would like to send her love and gratitude”
(workshop writing).
Through this reflection, Alexandra is able to exemplify what she meant by: “I could see more
parallels in some places,” and how her early art teachers inspired her to become one herself. The
reason why these art teachers and meaningful art-making experiences stand out for Alexandra is
that they served as counternarratives to the overall not-so-positive experience that Alexandra
had, as a young artist, throughout her public school education: “Attending New York City public
schools always felt like a disservice. It was a very traumatizing time in my formative years, to
say the least. I never felt seen or encouraged enough by most of my teachers for the talents that I
intrinsically possessed and needed to be cultivated” (workshop writing). As a result of these and
other early schooling experiences, Alexandra locates the awareness—hace trenzas—to explain
how they’ve shaped her own current teaching praxis as a visual arts teacher now herself.
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“And also, what did I need? What did I need as a teenager, in a school that was super
diverse and you know…“What did mini Mercado need as a high school student in an art
classroom?” And that’s the experience I always try to provide for my students”
(interview).

IV.

Pedagogy and Teaching Praxis

As a visual arts educator for the last fourteen years, Alexandra has cultivated what she
describes as a teaching praxis rooted in leading with love, self-reflection and creative
experiences. Alexandra identifies seeing her role, as a visual arts educator, as helping to facilitate
memorable, transformative artistic experiences for students.
“I believe that my role as a teacher is to facilitate students’ learning experiences by
teaching them to use the “tools” of communication to articulate their feelings and
thoughts in a productive and respectful way” (workshop writing).
“I am a New York City public school teacher because…
I really like people (adults and children). I sincerely enjoy facilitating creative
experiences with adolescents…
I teach visual art because making art is making magic, and magic is a real driving force.
Magic has the power to empower, transform and heal.
Being the liaison for this experience is my driving force for having taught in a New York
City public school” (workshop writing).
In the life story below, told in four parts, Alexandra braids together, hace trenzas, to explain how
art is a way to bring people closer in a less guarded way. As a storyteller, she achieves this by
moving through three main reflections of her life. First, how, as an artist and student herself, she
was judged on curriculum and praxis, centered on whiteness and white supremacy.
[“I never stressed PERFECTION…focus on a personal journey…”]
“If there’s one thing that I’ve learned is: it really sucks to judge students based on talent
that hasn't been cultivated.
So there are some natural artists, right, for you know, they're just needed--it needs to be
cultivated, the talent.
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But I feel like what happened to me, and what happens often is that: students and their
artistic talents are judged based on, you know, dead white artists.
There’s no other way to put it. That’s just the way the curriculum was written”
(interview, 1/4).
As a result of her own lived educational experiences and the life lenses she’s acquired, Alexandra
creates a counter curriculum that centers students through the lens of focusing on one’s personal
journey. Instead of what Alexandra feels and argues as the current focus expected from teachers:
data-driven results. She connects and threads the similarity of what she does in her teaching
praxis to this storytelling project and its goals of life reflections for a deeper understanding of
self.
“So, for me, when I turn-key any art project, I really have students focus on themselves.
Like, you know, similar to what you're doing here with this project: focus on a personal
journey.
Or make sure that the projects are connected to an aspect of themselves, so that they can
get to know themselves better and I can get to know them better as well.
So I constantly reiterated that the better you know you the better I can get to know you
and we become closer.
I always paralleled the 10 months of being in the classroom together as a relationship.
You know, a long-term relationship. So what can we share with each other, what can we
do, so that the ride is smoother?” (interview, 2/4).
She describes the purpose and goal of her own art curriculum, an example of a counternarrative
in real life, as well as the skills she desires for students to acquire through the process of
self-reflection and art-making.
“But I never stressed PERFECTION with any art project.
It was really about skill-building so that students have the confidence.
…for me, it's really about empowering them from an artistic standpoint.
And also follow through: finish what you start. Because the art in this room is not about
becoming an artist. It's really about teaching them the skills that they need in the world:
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to finish what you start.
And if you don't know how to do something, you know, ask for help.
So that's always, always been my lens.
It's never been about a beautiful portrait or a beautiful painting.
It’s, you know, describe the process.
Explain how you did that.
And, you know, finish it, reflect, and then talk about it.
And then be confident enough to share so that you can understand that you're not the only
one that, you know, had a struggle, or a triumph in a very specific way”
(interview, 3/4, emphasis on voice inflection).
She moves outward, to connect how both focusing on yourself and art is a way that brings
students and teachers, artists and non-artists, and people as human beings together.
“So also, you know, teaching students to connect to each other so that they can, you
know, see the connections between themselves and their peers.
My mom used to always quote…that no man is an island. So I always stress that in the
classroom too: that we need each other.
So even if you don’t--you can’t relate to the person next to you, or if you don’t
understand certain aspects of their culture, you know, we still need each other.
And art is a way to bring, you know, adolescents and adults closer in a less guarded way”
(interview, 4/4).
This life story, and articulation of Alexandra’s teaching praxis, is a rich example of how the
collection and axes of her identities and lived educational experiences shape her beliefs on
community teaching, through the lens of seeing students’ individualities and the transformative
power of art and art-making. It is also a rich example of Alexandra’s storytelling: how people
think through and use stories to make sense of life experiences—haciendo trenzas—between the
past as shaping and informing the present and future.
For Alexandra community means “seeing” and “hearing” one another. It is why her
teaching praxis is centered on utilizing art, first, to create community with students and in her
classrooms, and second, to help students articulate their feelings and deeper understandings of
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self. Teaching visual art allows Alexandra to deepen her socio-emotional skills and be able to
shape her teaching praxis into an ethos about caring for the “human experience,” as explained in
the following reflection.
[“To me, community means coming together…”]
“The word “community” deeply resonates with me.
The word “community” echoes collaborating, communicating, and consciously
empathizing. Community means coming together and supporting one another without
judgment. Sincerely, “seeing” and “hearing'” one another.
In my teaching and my role as a teacher creating/building, the community is something
that I strive for in my classroom with all of my classes from the first day of school. As a
teacher, I invest a lot of time exploring each students’ personal definition of community
and explicitly teaching what community is.
The process of establishing this culture can be tedious when you have to do it with 180
students across five periods, however it is crucial for us because it sets the classroom tone
for the year.
In each class we individually define a community, then in small groups, we create a
unanimous definition, and then each group shares their definition and as a class, we come
up with a classroom community definition of community” (workshop writing).
While classroom community building is critical, Alexandra also argues for the importance of a
teacher’s praxis to be centered on “seeing” students as individuals. In order to illuminate her
point, Alexandra gives the following specific teaching strategy of how she utilizes her approach
of “checking in” with students individually to create a community with all her students and her
classroom.
[“I always did a one-word check-in.”]
“…another thing is: really get to know your students.
As individuals.
Don't see them as an all OSIS number.
You know: find out how their days were, how their weekend was, how their tests were in
another class, or how was the class before this one. Ask them how they're doing.
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I always did a one-word check-in.
So I always do a go-around-the-room, you know,
“Give me one word to let me know how you're feeling at this moment.”
And that would help me pace my lessons. Because if I knew the climate of my classroom,
I knew what they were capable of, in terms of that 48-minute period.
So really getting to know your students, as people, is important” (interview).
This teaching reflection gives insight into the uniqueness of Alexandra’s praxis: both meeting
students’ individual socio-emotional needs, as well as her own instructional planning needs, as
exemplified by her saying: “And that would help me pace my lessons. Because if I knew the
climate of my classroom, I knew what they were capable of, in terms of that 48-minute period.”
This is an example of Alexandra’s teaching praxis of being attuned to socio-emotional learning,
responding, and adapting to her students’ needs.
Having taught both in Astoria, located in her home community borough of Queens, has
given Alexandra unique insights into understanding multiple axes of community: geographically,
relationally between people, a teacher’s racial and cultural demographics, and the praxis of
creating community in the classroom. Alexandra has spent the last decade teaching at the same
public high school in Astoria, her first public school teaching job. She taught a population of
mostly Black and Latinx students, similarly culturally to herself as a Dominican woman. She
shares how she loves her students and her students love her: “My relationships with 99% of my
students are positive. Not to brag but I am loved by if not all most of my students” (interview).
Despite being a loved community teacher, with positive relationships with her students,
Alexandra shares: “I teach at Jones High School54 because it is the first teaching job I got. I have
been comfortable and reluctant to leave. I have a love-hate relationship with the school”
(workshop writing).
54

A pseudonym.
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There are two major factors that caused this love and hate relationship, and eventually led
Alexandra to leave teaching during the pandemic. The first is being “the only one” at this school,
a similar recurring theme previously shared in her prior work before becoming a teacher. Jones
High School presents a cultural mismatch for Alexandra. More specifically, the contradiction
between the majority of students, who are majority Black and Latinx, her being the only
Afro-Latina teacher which similarly reflects the demographics of the many students she taught
throughout her ten-year career at this school, and the other teachers and colleagues at this school
who are majority white. “Specifically what comes to mind is how most of the staff cannot relate
to the demographic and are disconnected from the majority of the cultures because they cannot
relate. Most of the staff commute from Nassau and Suffolk County. They know almost nothing
about Queens and its culture” (workshop writing). This results in a choque—a cultural
collusion—for Alexandra: as a lifelong local Queens community member and community
teacher, as well as an Afro-Latina teacher. This is also a problem of cultural representation, as
students learn and can find inspiration from culturally aligned role models, as the research of
Murrell and Teachers Unite conclude. This is also why community teachers of Color, like
Alexandra, are critical and necessary in Queens schools, as well as all public schools, as they
offer cultural representations for Latinx students and students of Color.
Alexandra’s ability to be a liaison—to help facilitate creative artistic experiences with and for her
students—is deeply rooted and directly connected to her own personal self-work and self-care. In
the following life story, Alexandra shares an example of a self-practice outside of the school
setting and classroom that she identifies as having prepared her to teach as a Queens community
public school teacher.
“[…A major shift for me…in such a complex setting, like a high school classroom in
Queens].”
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“Leading with love” was a major shift for me. Specifically, after I did this program about
four years ago…
“Breathe For Change”55 is an S-E-L-F/slash/yoga program for educators.
So it's about teaching social-emotional learning and then facilitating that in the
classroom.
And after completing that program, it completely shifted my perspective on the human
experience, and what teachers should provide for their students.
Especially in such a complex setting, like a high school classroom in Queens…
There's just so much going on in there. You have to be ready to handle those situations
with grace at any given moment.
So I guess--yeah--what I bring is me. And you know, extending grace: to myself, and to
my students.
I'm just trying my best to keep the experience of learning as human as possible”
(interview, emphasis on voice inflection).
In this next reflection, Alexandra also presents another cultural choque. She points to
how her colleagues, who are not community teachers but rather cultural outsiders, and yet the
contradiction how they “…see themselves as…grander than their students.”
[“…I'm not better than my students…my students are exactly like me…”]
“One thing I didn’t mention was, like, humbling myself.
I feel like, as a teacher, seeing and experiencing other teachers, or like colleagues, they
have this they demand or command respect, without necessarily giving the respect. And
also, they see themselves as, you know, like grander than their students.
And the one thing that I’ve learned, that I tried to turn key, is that, “I’m not better than
my students. You know, my students are exactly like me, minus the credentials. You
know, at some point, they will have the education that I have, maybe, you know, or not.
But just because I’m the teacher and I have a master's degree, it doesn't make me better
than them, per se, or their parents.
For me, it's about like the human experience, and treating people with love and respect
and honoring their individuality” (interview, emphasis on voice inflection).
It is the nexus of her lived experiences—being Afro-Latina, an alumnus of the city’s schools, and
55

See: Breathe For Change
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a local Queens resident—which makes her a cultural insider as a community teacher. Alexandra
reflects on and utilizes her lived experiences and the axes of her identity—education, credentials,
degrees—to counter perceptions of both herself as well as her colleagues to offer: “You know,
my students are exactly like me.” This is an example of a mirror reflection: through an
intersectional lens, Alexandra expresses an awareness of how her own identities and educational
privileges—even as a community insider—are in dialogue with the lived experiences of her
students, their parents and families, and communities in Queens. Alexandra’s reflection is also a
counternarrative to the negative experiences she’s witnessed her students receive and how she
resolves them in the conceptualizations of her role as a teacher to recognize their individualities
through her teaching praxis.
The second reason for the love and hate relationship with her former school is how
Alexandra expresses having felt unsupported by the school’s administration. In the reflection
below, told in three parts, Alexandra story-tells and gives insights into how a school’s
administration can get in the way of a community teacher’s praxis. In particular, in her
experience of making culturally relevant and community-specific curricula as a counternarrative
to data-driven production. First, Alexandra frames her school community context.
[“Art-making and skill-building as a personal experience, not a data-driven end
result.”]
“Working in a Title I high school in Queens I often felt that facilitating social-emotional
learning through art making was the most beneficial for the majority of my student
population.
I frequently turn keyed a component of personal awareness in relation to other
individuals in a shared space from a creative angle, which I found helped students build
better relationships in the art classroom. These relationships would be based on trust,
comfort, and communication” (workshop writing, 1/3).
The reason why Alexandra shares that her school serves families in lower-income brackets
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(which districts and schools are supposed to receive supplemental financial assistance to meet
the needs of the children and families they serve) is to frame the purpose of the art, skill-based,
self-reflection, and community-based curricula she creates for her students as a community
teacher. This reflection is also an example of the uniqueness that Alexandra offers as a
community teacher—both in terms of reliability and the socio-emotional understanding
community teachers, like Alexandra, offer.
Next, Alexandra continues to story-tell and gives insight into how she regards the process
of art-making, and the choque between these goals and those of the school’s administration.
“Art making is an especially personal experience.
When making art the artist puts a piece of themselves into any art piece that they
generate.
Before embarking on any major project, I primarily focused on skill-building on most
days by creating milestone assignments so that when students got to the bigger projects
(summative assessments) they would have the skills necessary to follow through as
successfully as possible.
The administration didn’t/doesn’t understand that skill-building is an important part of
the art-making process.
When students acquire skills it empowers them because they feel like they “can” do it”
(workshop writing, 2/3).
Alexandra gives insight into how a school’s administration gets in the way of community
teaching and her culturally relevant teaching praxis.
“Administration did not like this approach because I did not have a rubric and could not
assess students numerically. Almost always, the Administration would want teachers to
be able to collect data and generate data-driven results. I do not think that that would
have been impossible. I just did not have the support and/or the know-how to generate the
data and share it.
Administration would focus more on pretty work and multiple art pieces so that the art
show every spring would be a “success.”
I would have felt better supported if administration was less rigid and focused more on
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the growth mindset for not only the institution as a whole but in the art classroom as well.
I would also feel better supported if the administration helped teachers develop teaching
skills and flush out curricula that would better suit the population at the school”
(workshop writing, 3/3).
Despite articulating and sharing how she provides emotional support for students and their
families, Alexandra explains that her reason for taking a leave from teaching originated from her
tensions with her administration and a lack of support, which she describes through the metaphor
of “a rubber band about to snap.” Alexandra explains: “The school community is carefully
curated by administration…My relationship with administration is neutral. I respectfully engage
and try my best to adhere to their educational policies. My administration runs the school like a
dictatorship. There is a message of fear that is used to lead. And there’s a double standard
between student expectations and teacher expectations” (workshop writing). In the following
reflection, Alexandra offers a counternarrative that both explains and exposes what she regards
as the double standard of what teachers often experience: receiving the opposite of what they are
expected to do and providing students with their teaching praxis.
“A double standard: […the rubber band is always about to snap].”
“What I hope for, for public schools is for more teachers to be recognized for what they
do.
In the school I worked in, I found that there was a crazy-ass double standard.
So they wanted us to provide emotional support for students with a lot of limitations. But
then the same thing wasn't provided for us.
I feel like we were just thrown in, and we had to figure out what to do.
So I think a better--like better facilitation from the leaders for teachers to give them the
tools to be more complete and to handle situations that are very complex.
Not assume that just because we're adults we know how to handle shit.
I think that learning is lifelong. And as an educator one of the things that we're blessed
with is being able to continue to learn. Because that's how you turn-key new information.
As you know, things start to change.
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So I wish administration saw things through that lens, and were able to just support us a
little bit better. I think that if teachers were better supported, we can better support
students. For many perspectives, you know, not just emotional.
To, you know, have the bandwidth. There's no cushion.
Like the rubber band is always about to snap” (interview).
This counternarrative is particularly impactful as Alexandra is pointing to the unique
opportunities that a school’s administration has to work with educators who are lifelong learners
and practitioners, as they can turn-key, or reproduce through mastery, what they learn into a
culturally relevant curriculum because of their own lived experiences as lifelong learners. For
community teachers of Color, like Alexandra, who are alumni of the city’s schools and public
education, this embodied knowledge and learning is even more impactful.
Ultimately this lack of support from the school’s administration, and a constant challenge
to her teaching praxis, led Alexandra to leave the classroom. Through Alexandra’s retrato we
learn: “…if administration saw things through that lens, and were able to just support us a little
bit better. I think that if teachers were better supported, we can better support students”
(interview).
V.

Storytelling Reflections

When asked to reflect on her experiences in The Writing Workshop Series and the
storytelling project, Alexandra shared the following.
“My experience has been very cathartic. These questions really made me think about my
career. And this kind of middle ground that I'm in: transitioning and trying to find my
footing to professional. So it definitely gave me a lot of food for thought. The questions
are things that I would not necessarily think about in such a structured way. But they
definitely are connected to things I have been thinking about, and my thought process
thus far” (interview).
While The Writing Workshop Series was designed as an intentional space for teachers to
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self-reflect, Alexandra entered the storytelling project already deeply self-reflecting, as the
pandemic shaped another transitional moment in her life. A few weeks after the 2021-2022
school year began, Alexandra describes leaving the classroom and having taken an
“informal-but-formal, involuntary unpaid leave from teaching.” First, because of the vaccine
mandate for public school teachers, and second, ultimately having felt burnt-out because of the
new and emerging challenges of pandemic teaching.
Since then, Alexandra has decided to refocus her energy on her family. A blessing in
disguise is also what refers to as the time she’s been able to spend time with her daughters. “But I
took that as a blessing in disguise. I've been meaning to take time off of work. I never really took
time off, after I had both of my children. I kind of just like: had my kids, went back to work, and
just kept hitting the ground running. So it's safe to say that--because of the vaccine mandates--I
was forced to take time off and it's been the BEST time off I've ever had in my adult life”
(interview). In this new era of reflection in between her life, unlike in past transitional moments,
Alexandra’s priorities have shifted because of her identity and role as a mom, as she explains.
“It's made me really think about, you know, the kind of example I want to set for my
daughters. You know, what to settle for, what not to settle for.
Not to let retirement be the leading motivation for being in the classroom. I find that a lot
of teachers work toward retirement, and it just never felt like something comfortable for
me. I think that being a career teacher--like those people who like to retire after like, 33
years--is, you know, not for everybody. And definitely not for me, and I realized that.
So, I don't know, just really I'm in a transitional space” (interview).
In this time of transition and self-reflection in her life, Alexandra’s motherwork is focused on
modeling important life lessons for her daughters, as well as creating an opportunity for her to
imagine her future with teaching and art-making, facilitating the creative experiences she enjoys
most.

135

Despite all the critical, culturally relevant, interventional, and effective teaching strategies
Alexandra brings to her community, Queens schools, the classroom, and her students, she has
resolved and refused to truncate her praxis as free data labor. “I feel like with all of the
experience and the tools that I've acquired up until now, I want to take that and transition into
using art as more of a tool for healing. Versus something where, you know, the Department of
Education is using to collect data, and fund other nonsense that they're using the data to fund”
(interview).
Most recently, Alexandra shared: “The rest of my year so far has been going great. I have
been able to make some of my professional goals come to fruition. I just graduated from a
teaching artist program with a focus on administration which gently ushered me into forming a
limited liability company where I can do what I love, which is leading with love in a creative
capacity” (phone call). This is a reason why moments of reflection during transitional spaces in
her life—looking at the past as a way of looking toward her future during these transitions of
time—are important and necessary to Alexandra, her role as a community teacher, her teaching
praxis, and overall life.
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Chapter 8 | Christina’s Retrato | Jackson Heights
I.

Introduction

Christina is a Colombian–Ecuadorian Latina woman in her 30s. She is a daughter, sister,
partner, and self-described proud dog mommy. During the storytelling project, Christina was in
her fifth (5th) year of teaching. She was also completing her first academic school year as a
teacher in her own alumni high school, where she now teaches English Language Arts as an
(ELA) high school teacher. Christina enjoys being an alumni-community teacher at this school, a
personal accomplishment in her life as she has always loved teaching others and wanted to
become a teacher.
“So, when the kids learned that I actually graduated from the school that they are now
attending, it did visibly sparked some interest for them.
Because I am walking proof: “Hey, you’re going to graduate high school and you’re
going to be fine. You might even be stylish,” (because I try to be) (interview).
Christina’s alma mater has four major programs: Fashion Design, Graphics & Illustration, Visual
Merchandising and Fashion Marketing. This is why fashion matters to her, and being fashionable
is relevant and important. Christina is indeed fashionable and enjoys matching her sneakers to
her outfits before her commute to Chelsea, Manhattan from Rego Park, Queens, where lives with
her partner, who she met while becoming a teacher, and their dog. Throughout Christina’s life
stories and storytelling, alumni examples such as these exemplify the duality of living in the
borderlands; both physically and geographically, as well as third/hybrid spaces that emerge,
where past and present meet. For Christina, the ability to revisit the memories of her lived
experiences, such as her own past schooling experiences, as a current practitioner, in the same
physical school is unique to her experiences as an alumni-community teacher.
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II.

Queens Roots and Raices

Jackson Heights, a commercial and residential neighborhood located in the northwestern
portion of the borough of Queens in New York City, has been Christina’s local home community
for almost all of her life. She attended P.S. 69 and I.S. 145, both located within walking distance
from where she lived with her family. Reflecting on growing up in Jackson Heights, Christina
describes her home community as a cultural bubble; one that is local, city-wide, and global, all at
once. As an insider, in order to give insights into her community, in the following example of a
life story Christina sets up the story’s background and setting, in this case, her home community.
[“...an education nonetheless…a mixture of different ethnicities and cultures…”]
“Jackson Heights: part of it is--like 74th Street is considered “Little India,” and 82nd
Street is considered “Little Colombia.”
And that's based on the amount of businesses that are Indian or Colombian-centric, but
also the populations.
It's high numbers of people from those parts of the world in those specific parts of
Jackson Heights” (interview, 1/4).
Then, Christina makes “text to self” connections, which occurs when readers are reminded of
and make connections relating to their own knowledge and lived experiences while reading. In
her own life story example, Christina relates how the ethnic, cultural, and linguistic diversities
and demographics of people within the local home community also reflected her own self, her
peers, and in their overall schooling.
“And then both of them would meld into the elementary schools and junior high schools
that I went to, because they were in the same neighborhood.
So...it was pretty cool to, you know, as a kid to see so many people that look like me and
also to learn about another culture, hands-on” (interview, 2/4).
Next, Christina shares her story’s central thesis: how an early and now lifelong friendship with a
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classmate, and growing up together in the same neighborhood, taught her both about community
early on and gave her a lifelong appreciation for growing up in a metropolitan city like New
York City.
“And I don’t think that's exclusive to New York City, but I do think it had, it helped the
fact that where I was, where I grew up, and who I befriended, and what was available to
us, you know.
Like, we, she took me on a tour of “Little India” and took me--she said like, “Here’s the
best place for, like mango lassies, here's the best place for chicken marsala.” And once
we had some money, we actually took a little bit of a restaurant tour” (interview 3/4).
Christina then makes “text to world” connections, which occurs when readers use current events
locally or from around the world to make connections to and while reading.
“Nothing to do with school, but it was an education nonetheless.
Where I think...now that I think about it...being in New York City, I think, allowed for
that. There are places, where there are, you know, there's a mixture of different ethnicities
and cultures.
And I don't think that’s exclusive to New York City, but I do think it had, it helped the
fact that where I was, where I grew up, and who I befriended, and what was available to
us, you know” (interview, 4/4).
In this life story example, through the process of reflection and storytelling, we learn how
growing up in the ethnically, culturally, and linguistically diverse home community of Jackson
Heights has shaped Christina’s lifelong perspective about the importance of local schools to
reflect both students and its geographical local community. We also learn how one’s own home
community can and also does provide supplemental yet impactful lifelong knowledge and
education for students outside of schools and schooling.
In the following life story example, a story about interviewing local Jackson Heights
community members as a student herself, Christina reflects on how this life experience and
school assignment sparked her curiosity and passion for community involvement as a young
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person. An example of a borderlands experience, is how Christina braids together, or hace
trenzas, her awareness of her own early interest in life stories and journalism (which is world
news in stories) as a current English Language Arts teacher who also loves life stories. She
expresses an awareness, which this study refers to as alumni-awareness, of this love for stories as
a result of early community-based schooling assignments and life experiences, such as the one
she shares, or story-tells, in the following life story.
[“So I started thinking, “...you give back to the community.”]
“Well, in seventh and eighth grade, in junior high school, I was part of a program
WDEN…We also had to go out. We were literally conducting a cable news show, right,
on the local KB cable news.
So we would go out and think of stories, like journalists, and then create questions, and
then go out and try to find the story, interview actual people in the community. And, so I
did that, for several stories, and I loved it…
That's why I actually had the idea, “I want to become a journalist.” And...so during these
community stories, you know, we like…” (interview, 1/3).
While story-telling about her early memories of wanting to become a journalist, Christina
interrupts the first life story midway to share another, about a specific demographic of
community members. This is an example of what this study refers to as a story within a story,
and how the amalgamation of stories together are woven to tell a larger story.
“Okay, so one I remember was, shortly after 9/11, we went to interview the firefighters at
our local firehouse on Northern Boulevard.
And they were willing to talk to us, you know, just a bunch of kids recording and asking
questions, just like a TV news crew…
They gave us insight into what it's like being firefighters. And what it was like to serve
and work and live because, you know, when they were at the station, they were living
there, in this community. And they liked it. They liked the neighborhood. They liked how
the people responded to them.
I remember that the one particular firefighter said that he really liked that the
neighborhood was always welcoming to them. Even though some of them lived as far as
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Long Island, that, you know, when, when they were on the clock, they were living in
Jackson Heights. And they felt like they belonged, as well as they--their own
neighborhoods.
And I just thought that was such a cool sense of community, um, despite people not
actually having a permanent address in this neighborhood” (interview, 2/3).
Through this life story, Christina gives insight into the early life lesson of how she’s learned that
geography both does and does not always automatically equate to community, and vice versa.
Local community involvement experiences, such as this one, sprouted Christina’s curiosity,
desire, and emerging path into community teaching and becoming a community teacher herself.
“So I started thinking, “That's such a cool thing, like you give back to the community.
You know. I always wanted to teach, I knew that too. But I didn’t think I was gonna teach
in my neighborhood.
I thought it was going to travel far and teach but then having those conversations with
people in my own neighborhood was like, “Oh, it could happen here too. This is a good
school” (interview, 3/3).
In another life story, Christina shares the life story of how she ultimately taught locally in
Elmhurst, Queens in her first teaching job.
Through life reflection—the process of looking back to look forward—Christina shares
the awareness of how her early schooling experience of having mostly white teachers and a lack
of teachers of Color she understands now as a sharp and visible contrast against the backdrop of
the ethnically, culturally, and linguistically rich and diverse communities in Jackson Heights.
[“…was there a reason why the majority of my teachers were white?”]
“Growing up in Jackson Heights, Queens, I was mostly surrounded by Latin, Indian, and
Eastern Asian children. My educators in the public schools I attended were a sprinkle of
Latin teachers, one Black middle school ELA teacher, one Chinese elementary teacher,
and a lot of white teachers.
Being something of a teacher’s pet, I wanted to and did form positive relationships with
my teachers. But ever-present in my thoughts was the question, was there a reason why
the majority of my teachers were white? As a youngster, I remember wondering dismally
if it was even possible to see people who looked like me at the front of a classroom”
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(workshop writing, 1/2).
In this particular moment of the story, Christina is describing what this study refers to as mirror
reflections; opportunities for students to see themselves reflecting back in their teachers or as a
lens of aspiration to look at their future through. Christina then threads together memories and
life stories of schooling experiences and memories of women of Color as teachers that provided
a counternarrative against the almost all-white teacher population she experienced in her
schooling.
“Two times my thoughts were contradicted were in seventh grade with Ms. Stanley, my
ELA teacher, and with Ms. Guzman, my algebra teacher in tenth grade. Ms. Stanley was
a Black woman who possessed this unshakeable poise; the kind of poise one would hope
to emulate from a self-help book. I had always enjoyed reading, a fact my parents can
attest to, having discovered me with a flashlight in one hand and a book in another many
a night.
Being in Ms. Stanley’s English class helped me be a more attentive reader, one who
considered how characters felt or why the author wrote them that way. I enjoyed her
readalouds because she had a soothing voice with just a hint of a lisp. On several
occasions, I told myself that I would like to pass on those skills and encourage kids to
read for pleasure as Ms. Stanley inspired me.
The second schooling experience that juts out in my memory was in Ms. Guzman’s
algebra class, a subject I had sworn to loathe for all eternity. Ms. Guzman was a young
professional with a joie de vivre for teaching math to clueless kids like me. Not only was
I struck with Ms. Guzman’s youth and energy, but with the fact that she was Latina, and
in STEM, an area that was as mysterious to me as the depths of the ocean”
(workshop writing, 2/2).
Christina’s life reflections give insight into how having teachers of Color can serve as “life
mirrors,” or lenses, parallels, and reflections for students of Color to see an array of possible
future versions of themselves reflecting back or aspirations to aspire to. In Christina’s life story
example, she identifies a Black English teacher and a Latina Science teacher were her past life
role models that she now as a current Latina English teacher can look back into the past and
locate roots in their current shaping. The discrepancy of having only a few of these teachers and
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the possibility of mirroring images of aspirations as a young person of Color in public schools, in
particular, shaped an early desire in Christina to become that community teacher of Color in
front of the classroom for her own students one day.
Throughout the storytelling project, Christina shared having always had a lifelong desire
and aspiration to become a teacher. “From childhood, I wanted to teach. There was a profound
sense of joy and accomplishment in being able to teach someone something, see them think
about it, and apply that knowledge to their lives. There were two defining moments in which I
knew I should be a teacher: when I taught my best friend to ride a bicycle and when I taught my
partner how to drive” (workshop writing). While interviewed Christina revisits these early
memories and story-tells how teaching her friend how to ride a bike, and later on in adulthood,
teaching her partner to drive, solidified her desire and passion to teach others new and lifelong
skills. Christina then shares the awareness that these two life experiences, told through life
stories, are important as they are what comes to mind when asked to locate her early desire to
teach and become a teacher.
“Yes. ‘Cause I did like helping people. And--it’s--and that feeling is still present today
when I'm in class with the kids and they’re actually--well when two things happen: when
they're actually understanding it and enthusiastic about it. That’s such a--that’s an
amazing feeling. Where it’s like, “Oh, cool. I am impacting them in a good way.
Sometimes, you know, you come home, you’re like, “What was the point of today? They
didn't learn anything. I'm a horrible teacher.” That does still happen. But, you know, when
they do get it, they’re like, they’re enthusiastic to participate, then you’re like, “Oh, okay,
this is working” (interview, emphasis on voice inflection).
III.

Becoming a Community Teacher and Community Teaching

Christina’s teacher origin stories, or the collection of stories that tell the larger story of
how she became a teacher, there are three particular strands of Christina’s lived experiences that
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have shaped her conceptualizations of community, community teaching, and community
teachers. First, are her roots, or raices, in her home community of Jackson Heights. Second, the
early teaching experiences within this local home community, which she describes as making her
a community teacher by geographical proximity and association. Third, teaching in her own
alumni high school, and within this context, also teaching in a community with other alumni
teachers. Altogether these strands articulate her braided identities— as an alumni public school
student, a community teacher, and an alumni teacher—inform Christina’s definitions and lenses
on community as a range of experiences, and her articulations of multiple kinds of community
teachers and community teaching.
In the following life story, Christina reflects back on another schooling experience, as an
adult in a graduate school teacher preparation program at a public college she attended in order
to become the emerging community teacher she aspired to.
[“…two of them were people of color who would’ve become math and social studies
high school teachers…but had to quit.”]
“In 2016 I was stuck in a temp job by choice. The pay was low, there were no benefits
except one: I worked with my best friend who also became my partner.
I was considering the Teaching Fellows program but my partner discovered a different
pathway to certification so I enrolled in the Urban Teacher Residency or UTR program at
the Hunter College School of Education. Compared to the Fellows program, the UTR
program had more structure and support, which as a graduate student and teacher, I
absolutely needed” (workshop writing, 1/2).
Christina then highlights how the intersections of race, class, and economics impacted a group of
her classmates, emerging teachers of Color, from becoming teachers.
“My teaching journey has a component I’m sure is often experienced but rarely
discussed; the overwhelming expectations coupled with the low starting pay. Although
the teaching program I undertook paid a stipend, it was far too little for someone to live
on their own with no other means for financial help.
As a result, there were three candidates who I think would’ve made strong teachers one
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day but had to quit because they were not making enough money to sustain themselves in
a place as expensive to live as New York City. Two of them were people of Color who
would’ve become math and social studies high school teachers” (workshop writing, 2/2).
Through the process of reflection, and through the lens of now as a classroom teacher,
Christina’s life story serves also as a counternarrative that shares insights into how structural
barriers prevent teachers of Color from accessing the same opportunities and becoming
community teachers like her.
Christina’s teaching career began in Elmhurst, the adjacent community and neighborhood
to and within walking distance from Jackson Heights. More specifically, Christina taught for four
years in the locally zoned high school from her childhood, where she would have attended as a
student herself had she not commuted into Manhattan. Christina describes these intersections of
her lived experiences as community teaching by geographical proximity and association.
“After my student teaching year, I was hired at Newtown High School in Elmhurst
Queens to teach English Language Arts…
I grew up in nearby Jackson Heights, which made Newtown High School my zone
school. Though I did not attend the school as a student, I was familiar with its stately and
castle-like appearance and thought to myself that it must be so cool to go to a school
steeped in history.
Because of where I grew up, my students have asked me about my own coming-of-age
stories and were delighted when I would mention a locale that they too were familiar
with. In this sense, I was a member of this community just by association”
(workshop writing).
One example that gives insight into how the contradictions, or choques, between how Christina
navigates and lives in the borderlands while working as a community teacher in her home
community, is the reality of working with colleagues who are not local and do not live locally.
[“It is rare to meet a teacher who teaches and lives in the same community.”]
“In my experience, it is rare to meet a teacher who teaches and lives in the same
community.
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From speaking with DOE colleagues who have children and live in Long Island,
‘community teachers’ are common in the suburbs; there is a strong connection between
all schools, teachers, and families because there is a sense of familiarity”
(workshop writing, 1/2).
Christina revisits her articulations of the importance of a teacher’s praxis to make intentional
efforts to acculturate into their school’s community.
“I’d like for others to know that is not the only way to build community bonds. Teachers
who teach in but don’t live in those communities can integrate themselves into the
community by making an extra effort to know its people and its ways”
(workshop writing, 2/2).
To exemplify the benefit and value that local community teachers bring to their local
communities, Christina shares a life story about her own experience of running into a former
student as a community member in Queens herself.
“One example presented itself a few years apart: the summer before I was to begin my
student teaching school year, I taught summer school at Aviation High School in
Sunnyside, Queens. That summer, there were students from Aviation and three other
Queens’ high schools in the school.
I was trying to figure out what to do and how to teach it while working with freshmen
students who did not want to be in the school building during summer and had no issues
with vocalizing their dismay.
Flash forward three summers later. I walked into a bakery in Forest Hills, Queens for
some gelato and behind the counter was one of my more vocal students from that
summer. The last time I saw Jose, he was a scrawny and petite child whose voice had not
yet acquired the bass he hoped for. The young adult behind the counter was tall with a
deep voice. I did not recognize him but he recognized me! I was delighted to learn that he
had graduated high school and was going to attend John Jay Criminal Justice College in
late August of that summer” (workshop writing, 1/2).
Through this life story, Christina hace trenzas of her own teacher praxis of intentionality and
effort, of imprinting herself in her community, attending local businesses, and being a local
community member, reaped her own rewards with this particular student.
“After leaving the shop, I was struck with the thought that although I was only his teacher
for that summer years ago, he wanted to tell me of his progress and he wanted me to be
proud of him. I was. Despite time and different locations, the kind of relationships you
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develop with your students creates its own lasting community” (workshop writing, 2/2).
Through this life story, Christina complicates and adds nuance to notions that community =
geography, or that geography = community. While it was important for Christina to live in her
community as a community member, we also gain insights into how a teacher’s praxis of
intentionality and effort with students can also potentially make a third space, which Christina
offers as an enduring community in of itself.
For Christina, this praxis translates into the importance for teachers to have the
intentionality to make an effort in any given community, as it can also shape your relationship
and membership in that community, and potentially make you a community member as well.
Shaping Christina’s belief that community is “…a way to imprint parts of yourself in a
place…making your presence felt,” is further expressed and illustrated in the following reflection
and life story. First, Christina gives examples of her ongoing definitions of community with “text
to world connections.”
[“…To me, community is a way of knowing others…be aware and mindful of
cultural nuances within that community.”]
“The word community connects people because of a shared identity or common goal.
I think of people working together for example in a neighborhood clean-up or shopping
locally to support neighborhood businesses” (workshop writing, 1/4).
Christina then deepens her articulations and emerging definition of community as ways of
knowing one another.
“To me, community is a way of knowing others and developing a sense of trust that they
also care about this place (this school, this neighborhood, the people who live here).
It's also a way to imprint parts of yourself in a place, either by living there and going
about doing daily tasks and errands or making your presence felt and even appreciated by
others” (workshop writing, 2/4).
Christina calls teachers to task to create levels and layers of connections with their school’s local
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community by involving their presence in the community. Christina threads connections of her
community teaching experiences and synthesizes her assertion that it does not require teachers to
live in their school’s community to be considered community teachers, the effort a teacher makes
in their school’s community does matter.
“As a teacher, you may or may not live in the community in which you teach, but you
certainly make your presence felt in a community because you are tasked with guiding
the young ones to learn to think, solve, and build. The kind of dynamic an educator
establishes in their classroom will extend beyond the walls of a school.
The type of teacher you choose to be will affect how children and teens feel about their
community; are they supported, given structure and lessons? If yes, then students are
likely to engage in positive ways with others and to carry themselves with at least some
confidence and discipline” (workshop writing, 3/4).
The reason why Christina asserts this is that how a teacher relates to their school’s community
also influences how they approach teaching and the curriculum they create. Christina argues that
it is through a teacher’s praxis of intentionality and effort, regardless of whether a teacher lives
within their school’s local community or not, still provides levels and layers of connections
between teachers and their students, and students' local communities.
“Though it doesn’t need to be a requirement for teachers to live in the area they teach, it
does create an almost effortless level of camaraderie between students, their families, and
their teachers because they are all literally in this place together.
There is a level of connection to the community that is simply not there if a teacher is
literally and figuratively far removed from the nuances of the community in which they
teach.
This is not to say that it’s impossible for an educator to feel connected and be accepted by
a community they do not reside in, it means that this educator must now make a
conscientious effort to be aware and mindful of cultural nuances within that community”
(workshop writing, 4/4).
In another example that further illustrates Christina’s conceptualizations of community
teaching, while interviewed and when asked, “What do you hope for community teachers, for
future community teachers?” Christina reflects on her current experiences as a teacher with her
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own colleagues.
[“I don't know why a lot of people don't teach in the communities that either they
grew up in or live in.”]
“I don't know why a lot of people don't teach in the communities that either they grew up
in or live in.
A lot of teachers teach in the DOE and then leave; go to the suburbs. And, maybe it's
because of their own dreams, or because the school districts are better, so the
opportunities are better--I don't know” (interview, 1/3).
Christina explains that whether or not teachers live in their school's community, regardless, what
is important for all teachers is to make a conscious effort to insert and imprint themselves into
their community through making intentional efforts.
“But that--for people who make the choices to teach in one school and live very far away
in another--they have to make a conscious choice. They have to have a willingness to
integrate themselves into the community. They teach and sometimes they do.
You know, there's people who, who really, they, they care. They live somewhere else, but
they care. Like the firefighters in my childhood neighborhood, or some of my
colleagues--actually a lot of my colleagues” (interview, 2/3).
The reason why Christina asserts this is rooted in her belief that how a teacher relates to their
school’s community also influences how they approach teaching and the curriculum they create.
“Then there are those teachers who there's no community association, you know, and I
think that matters. Because it helps you understand another aspect of your students: of
who they are as human beings, you know. Because the communities that they’re a part of,
it does shape their identity and their perspective, you know. How they present
themselves, how they think, how they speak, how they see the world.
And if you're an outsider, and you make no effort to understand that, there’s always going
to be this huge disconnect between you and your students.
It's just. “I’m here for the job. Do your work. Goodbye.”
But no actual relationship” (interview, 3/3).
Through the process of weaving, threading, and braiding early community-based schooling
memories and experiences, now through an adult lens alongside her current experiences as a
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practitioner, Christina is setting the stage to explain the uniqueness she both brings and offers as
a Latina community teacher, as well as her own emerging awareness and understanding of
community-based teaching.
In the following life story, Christina shares how being knowledgeable and fluent in
spoken Spanish has aided her teaching praxis and relationship building with students as a
community teacher. Through this life story, we also gain insights into the invaluableness that
Spanish-speaking Latina teachers, like Christina, are necessary and needed to the city’s public
schools, and to Latinx and Spanish-speaking students in particular.
[“…different life skills that they're going to take with them, beyond passing a
test…”]
“…I had previously participated in the drama club at Newtown. And, as a co-director, I
was there to help..pretty much any capacity I could…
We did “In the Heights” and you know that play, it has a lot of Spanish. It has Spanglish
but it also has a lot of Spanish inflection on certain words. And some of our kids don't,
didn't speak Spanish. So I was helping them practice their lines and perfect their accents.
And you know that--they appreciated that because, you know, it was private. It was
patient, I was patient with them, and they were willing to try.
One student, she was very nervous, because she didn't speak Spanish at all. And her role
called for saying several phrases in Spanish. So she and I would practice those phrases.
And when she was about to graduate, she thanked me for that. You know, when I was
writing in her yearbook, she actually said, “Thank you so much for taking the time to just
practice those few lines with me so that I could pronounce it correctly in Spanish”
(interview, 1/3).
Christina gives insight into a borderland experience, her early schooling experiences which
lacked in math, colliding with the skill sets that she does possess and offers students through her
skill sets in writing.
“I've also had a writing workshop--I've conducted that after school--where kids would
either come in for help with their homework. If they needed something like--specifically
English--because I was no help in Math class. If it had been a math subject, then nope.
[slight laughter] But to help kids improve their writing as well” (interview, 2/3).
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Haciendo trenzas between her community teaching praxis and these two specific skill sets she
offers students, language and writing, Christina also shares an alumni-awareness that the skills
she’s teaching students go beyond the classroom and are also lifelong.
“So...having a presentation, you know, putting on that show, that's different life skills that
they're going to take with them, beyond passing a test.
How to learn this material, how to present it, how to think about getting in this character's
mind, how to develop the confidence to do something that was probably terrifying for a
lot of them.
That they're going to take into their communities; not just their school community but
beyond as well” (interview, 3/3).
Christina taught here for four years before deciding to teach at her high school alma
mater in order to deepen and expand her teaching skills.
“One of my deciding factors in choosing to work at this high school was that I liked the
surrounding community it was a part of. People seemed to care about the school. I taught
at my previously zoned high school for four years, then decided to transfer to my own
alma mater in Chelsea, the High School of Fashion Industries. I wanted to expand my
craft and I wanted to teach different classes” (workshop writing).
Although not located in her home borough community in Queens, Christina shares how her early
childhood interests in both fashion and writing are what once led her to decide to commute as a
student to where she currently teaches at. Christina revisits her ideas of her local home
community as “a cultural bubble that’s local, city-wide, and global, all at once to explain,” now
through adult and practitioner's lenses.
“New York City was my enlarged childhood bubble.
As a lifelong student within this city’s public school system, I had exposure to students
and languages from all over the world, field trips to cultural institutions that people
dream of visiting one day, and what I thought of as bragging rights because of how cool
was it to live in, “The Greatest City In the World”?
I did not consider major flaws within this public school system such as how money is
unequally distributed to schools, based on the zip code they reside in. I was lucky that my
elementary and junior high schools were well-funded and had resources such as school
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supplies, extracurricular activities, and clean hallways” (workshop writing, 2/2).
The awareness that Christina expresses of having an overall good public school experience is as
a result of attending well-funded schools that she is now able to understand as a teacher teaching
in her own alumni high school. The intersections of these two layers of Christina’s lived
experience—both being an alumni student and now as an alumni-community teacher—provide
her a lens, an awareness to see schools and schooling differently. Moments of reflection such as
these are what this study refers to as alumni-awareness.
Three strands of Christina's teacher identity—as a public school teacher, community
teacher, and alumni-teacher—are rooted in her own early schooling experiences as a public
school student and her overall relationship to public school education. “I was always a public
school student, from preschool all the way to college” (interview) Christina made a point to
mention in mid-sentence, while being interviewed and sharing a life story, about the realization,
now as a teacher, how not all public schools are created equal. In this life story, Christina
emphasizes her own past opinions of public schools, as a current practitioner, and identifies how
her opinions regarding “good schools” have changed.
[“…I learned, “No, all schools are not created equal.”]
“Well…when I was a student, I didn't think that schools had--like the way neighborhoods
are treated--I didn't think schools were treated differently. I thought: "They're all in the
DOE, they're all public schools, they're all the same." In terms of, you know, access and
supplies and opportunities.
So I went to what are considered "good schools."
I was always a public school student, from preschool all the way to college. But...I guess
that was my own bubble.
I just assumed, "Everything had, everybody had the same”
(interview 1/2, emphasis on voice inflection).
She looks back at her own past schooling experiences, and puts “good schools,” as if in air
quotes. Now as a public school teacher, with clarity and alumni-awareness, Christina offers a
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counternarrative, a revision of the earlier memory stating that all schools should be created equal
and all schools should have funding and that all schools should have access to technology
because it makes a difference.
“And then as I got older, I learned, "No, all schools are not created equal. Some get more
funding than others. Some get a lot of funding. And some have opportunities that other
schools do not. Whether it's different supplies or updated technology or more field trips…
And when I became an educator, another thing--like PD opportunities for its staff…That
is something I learned as I started my teaching career (interview, 2/2).
Christina’s reflections, in many ways, illustrate the processes of “revisiting,” “revising,” and
“rewriting” narratives, such as these early educational experiences, which this study refers to as
alumni-teaching awareness, often as a result of her own lived educational experiences in public
schools as a student, and now through the lens as a classroom teacher.
In addition to teaching at her own alumni high school, Christina also shares the
uniqueness of working with other alumni-teachers, which are alumni students turned staff, much
like herself. This example of a unique borderlands experience—to work in one’s alumni high
school, as an alumni teacher, with other alumni teachers—has shaped Christina’s assertions of
community teaching as also a praxis of internal effort. In order to illustrate this point, a praxis of
internal effort, in the following reflection Christina gives insight into the uniqueness of her
school’s context, and the uniqueness of alumni-teachers at this particular school as offering
possible mirrors, reflections, and parallels for students to see possible reflections or iterations of
future possibilities reflecting back.
[“…the sense of community…as an internal effort of school spirit.”]
“The population at my new school comes from all five boroughs so there isn’t a single
majority.
Due to this much wider net for a population, the sense of community does not come from
the school’s relationship to the neighborhood, but rather as an internal effort of school
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spirit.
My new school has a notable staff of former students, alumni of different ages, in
different teaching fields from patternmaking to English Language Arts.
When my students learned that I too, graduated from the same school they are currently
attending, it impressed them. I would like to think this new knowledge could inspire
students who viewed graduation as an abstract and even unreachable goal as something
attainable because they know someone who ventured through the path they are on”
(workshop writing).
In addition to aspirational hopes, throughout Christina’s collection of teacher life stories, there
are many similar rich moments and examples of how Christina “reflects back” on her own lived
experiences as a student to “pull forward” to utilize aspects of her lived experience as part of her
teaching praxis or entry blocks into building relationships with students. In the following life
story, Christina gives insight into how being an alumni-teacher helps create a camaraderie, a
third space, with her students.
[“So, that became another community…”]
“Like when I, when I bring little anecdotes into the classroom about, “Oh, when I was in
the 10th grade, I was in this room actually and this happened.”
And you know, and it's sometimes, it's really big experiences like, “Oh, I was in the
school play all these years ago, or the school fashion show.”
Or it could be really small things like, “Yeah, I also struggled in chemistry and I ended up
having to go to summer school.” That one actually seems to be, ironically, one of my
biggest failures is, uh, a connector for them.
And that creates…I didn't use the word community in my mind when that happened…
when I revealed I did end up going to summer school, because I flunked chemistry…in
10th grade. But it suddenly developed this almost like a camaraderie with the students.
The students were struggling, particularly, because, you know, it’s not like, “You’re going
to summer school and that’s it: schools over, life is over.” It was a mistake and a chance
to do it better, and finish that subject in the summer rather than another school year”
(interview, 1/2, emphasis on voice inflection)
Christina then again gives insight into uniqueness of her school’s context, and the uniqueness of
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alumni-teachers at this particular school as offering possible mirrors, reflections, and parallels for
students to see possible reflections or iterations of future possibilities reflecting back.
And, just that experience, from someone, you know, not making it up--having actually
been in it--helped kids, or at least a few of them, realize, “It’s gonna be okay, I’m
struggling academically, but I can get better. I could even teach others in the future”
(interview, 2/2, emphasis on voice inflection).
Through the following reflection, we gain insights into some of the layers of intentionality and
effort of Christina’s teaching praxis, through specific pedagogical actions aimed to meet the
needs of the students and the community she teaches. In the following counternarrative,
Christina intentionally places examples of her own community-centered praxis in dialogue with
some of the structural realities and challenges public school teachers, like herself, often face.
[“...Invisible labor goes beyond contractually-obligated hours and classroom walls.”]
“I will only speak for myself in that I do not accomplish all that needs to be done during
my contractual hours. It may be a failing on my part for not being fast enough.
When I co-directed the drama club, my co-director and I spent hours thinking of how to
stage-block, assembling props and costumes, working individually with students on how
to improve their roles and performances, and planning everything else needed to make
the show go on.
Even with strong boundaries for your time, invisible labor goes beyond
contractually-obligated hours and classroom walls.
Planning and mapping a curriculum and its scope, creating daily lesson plans, grading
with specific and actionable feedback in a timely fashion, filling out individualized
education programs or IEPs, keeping a tidy and organized classroom all take time.
I have color-coded hanging folders in my classroom for each class.
In there, I put handouts based on the day they were used so that previously absent
students simply walk over to them and pluck what they need. Instructing kids on
seemingly simple routines in class to make things easier takes invisible planning and
organizing on my part” (workshop writing).
In particular, Christina raises the issue of cultural outsiders, who are able to make policies and
decisions that both impact her students, her own teaching praxis, and the possibilities for a
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sustainable community-centered teaching praxis.
“[…it is classroom teachers…who know…]”
“I have seen people who are not teachers question, disagree and make decisions about
teachers, their teaching styles, and their pace when covering material. It is disheartening,
to say the least when that happens.
Policies and decisions made by such individuals are not considering the
micro-community within the walls of a classroom but rather, budgets and optics.
Better support starts with listening to the teachers because they know their students better
than the visitors who make final-say decisions. It is classroom teachers, not
administrators or policymakers, who know at what pace they need to go so that they are
teaching, supporting, and challenging their students” (workshop writing).
When asked, “What would you like people to know about your teaching journey to your
particular community school and students?” Christina shared the following advice.
“Graduate school presents much research and theory about how to teach; it presents
nothing about connecting with the students before you.
No book or theory could teach that, only stepping into a classroom and experiencing a
million tiny triumphs and heartbreaks can.
Ask questions of your students and your colleagues, participate in extracurriculars or
show up to school events because it is in those areas that students further see you not only
as their teacher, but as a welcomed member of their school community”
(workshop writing).
IV.

Storytelling Reflections

When asked to reflect on her experiences in The Writing Workshop Series and the
storytelling project, Christina shared the following.
“It’s been reflective…I didn’t think about it in my day to day activities.
There’s also a sense of camaraderie. Even though the other participants were either
different types of educators or with different populations. It seems like a lot of the themes
and even the problems that we face, or challenges, they’re all, they're all pervasive…
…It didn’t stand out to me that it was a group of all women, uh, because statistically,
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educators tend to be female. Yeah, when it comes to teachers, there seems to be more
females than male. That's slowly changing. But if all of us were to ask each other to lift
all our elementary school and middle school and high school teachers, overwhelmingly it
would be female.
It was cool to discuss, in this kind of forum, with people of color, who are educators as
well, cause that pool tends to be a lot smaller. And that was something I really
appreciated” (interview, emphasis on voice inflection).
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Chapter 9 | Jasmin’s Retrato | Ridgewood

I.

Introduction

Jasmin is a forty-something-year-old Honduran Latina woman, and first-generation New
Yorker. She is a loving daughter, sister, and proud mother of two 20-something-year-olds, who
she loves deeply, more than life itself. She is also the wife and partner to her once childhood
friend Ralphie, a Dominican New Yorker, who grew up across the hall in her childhood building,
where her mother continues to live to this day. Although both Jasmin and Ralphie took different
life paths and routes, they reunited again in adulthood, as parents of teenagers and adults.
Together they now have what Jasmin loves, referring to as a “happy blended family.” More than
a decade later, their family has also become a family of educators, both veteran and emerging.
During the storytelling project, Jasmin had already been teaching for over fifteen years, Ralphie
was finishing his first year of teaching, also in Queens, as a physical education teacher, and over
the last few years, Kiara, Jasmin’s daughter, has been finishing her educational coursework and
student teaching in Brooklyn. By the end of the storytelling project, Jasmin continued deepening
her pedagogical expertise, and during the winter, she stepped out of the classroom and her role as
a classroom practitioner and transitioned into a new professional role as a support staff to other
classroom teachers. In particular, supporting new early childhood teachers, in various schools
throughout Queens. While initially apprehensive and emotional to leave the classroom,
instructional teaching—and in particular her students, all early schoolers and their
families—Jasmin has since shared a continued enjoyment in her new support role.
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II.

Queens Roots and Raices

Jasmin identifies Ridgewood, a commercial and residential neighborhood in-between the
borders of Queens and Brooklyn in New York City, as her first true home community. Currently
reflecting back on growing up in Ridgewood, Jasmin’s memories and life stories about her
childhood home community are full of nostalgia. This is a result of an early search and longing
for community, and eventual finding this desired community in Ridgewood. In the following life
story, it is in Ridgewood where Jasmin expresses finally “feeling at home,” for the first time
living in this city as then a twelve-year-old.
[“Okay, this is my community…”]
“So growing up in--well I grew up in Ridgewood.
I came to Ridgewood when I was 12.
But growing up, as you know, I went to many different schools.
So it was like six months here, a year here, a year there.
So finally when I got to Ridgewood, it was like, “Okay, this is my community.”
Like, if you ask me, “Where did I grow up?”
(Even though I didn’t really grow up there because I got there when I was 12
...and I went straight into junior high school.)
But you know, I feel like that's where I grew up, like, that’s my community, in
Ridgewood” (interview).
The reason why Jasmin emphasizes “this is my community” in her storytelling is that Jasmin’s
family, after having initially moved from Honduras to New York City, also moved throughout the
city’s inner-boroughs.
[“…the first time I felt a sense of community…”]
“By the age of twelve, I had already lived in Honduras twice and attended six different
schools in three different boroughs before landing in Queens…
Sixth grade was spent between two different schools. The first half was spent in uptown
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Manhattan and the second half in the Bronx, and not the nice neighborhood either. This
neighborhood was so bad my mother opted out of putting me in Catholic school for the
six months we lived there.
We then finally landed in Ridgewood, Queens. By the time we moved to Queens, I was
almost 13 years old and ready to claim some freedom. I was the new kid in my
seventh-grade class. I quickly became friends with all the popular kids…”
(workshop writing, 1/2).
Jasmin’s life reflections and stories about growing up in Ridgewood also give insight into
intergenerational experiences within her community and with community members. She
illustrates these connections through the mention of her children attending the same school she
once attended, having some of the same teachers she once had, as well as the mention of the
intergenerational experiences the people she grew up with had with their children as well.
“Intermediate School 77 in Ridgewood, Queens, who would’ve thought that this would
be the same intermediate school both my children would attend themselves. The school
was located just two blocks up from my house. This was the first time I felt a sense of
community.
I lived in the same three-bedroom apartment for 23 years. My childhood friend’s kids
went to school with my kids and some of my old teachers became my kid’s teachers…”
(workshop writing, 2/2).
These life reflections, and this life story, in particular, offer an example of the possibility in this
city for public school students to have intergenerational experiences with local community
teachers, such as Jasmin. This is one example of why teacher life stories, from teachers like
Jasmin, are necessary and important. Reflections on her lived experiences and storytelling also
give insight into the past lived experiences that shape Jasmin’s eventual and current
understanding of community teaching and the importance of community teachers.
While overall expressing an appreciation for her home community, Jasmin’s life
reflections also give insights into how she understands how Ridgewood has changed, including
what she once loved about Ridgewood, which is how “everybody knows everybody.” In the
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following life reflection, Jasmin utilizes the expression, “the neighborhood is changing,” to touch
on the point of how gentrification has changed her childhood home community.
[“The neighborhood is really changing…]
“And growing up in Ridgewood was nice.
It was a nice neighborhood, um, you can go outside and you can feel safe.
Everyone kind of knew each other, you knew your neighbors.
Now the neighborhood's changed a little though.
Now it's not as community-based.
The neighborhood is really changing.
You know, you have a lot of bars for hipsters, you have a lot of beer gardens, a lot of
breweries, in the same factories where like some of my friend's parents worked that are
now being turned into like breweries. Next to my mom's house, there's a brewery that
used to be a factory.
So, you know, the neighborhood's changing” (interview).
This life reflection and storytelling on gentrification is important as Jasmin explains, in another
life story, how she would eventually have to move as a result of gentrification changing the
demographics of her local school, its students, and eventually Spanish-speaking teachers, like
Jasmin. Her mother still lives in the same apartment and Ridgewood community as that of
Jasmin’s childhood, and visiting her mom as often as she does, Jasmin continuously sees her
home community through different lenses. For example, geographical and physical borderlands
as well as emotional landscapes at the realization of how her home community has changed and
continues to change. This is why Jasmin describes Ridgewood now as less community-based,
which is important to her identity as a community teacher and her praxis of community teaching.

III.

Becoming a Community Teacher and Community Teaching

Jasmin has a collective wealth of fifteen years of teaching, in both Brooklyn and Queens:
first, in a daycare, then as a kindergarten teacher, and now as a universal pre-k (pre-kindergarten)
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teacher. Throughout the storytelling project, and in her stories and storytelling, Jasmin shares not
having initially imagined ever becoming a classroom teacher.
[“Growing up I didn’t dream of becoming a teacher…”]
“I have been an early childhood teacher for about 15 years now.
I’ve taught kindergarten, first grade, and for the past seven years, I have taught
pre-kindergarten which is where my heart is.
But this was not always a lifelong dream of mine. Growing up I didn’t dream of
becoming a teacher” (workshop writing, 1/3).
Jasmin’s teacher origin story—or the collection of stories that tell the larger story of how Jasmin
became a teacher—braids together her current awareness and the connections she’s made of how
the overall life experience of motherhood fundamentally shaped her path to teaching. We refer to
these self-made connections as mother–trenzas, or mother–braids. In the following life story,
Jasmin reflects and identifies how her early experiences in teaching are a direct result of
becoming a young mother herself.
[“My teaching journey…”]
“My teaching journey was not perfectly mapped out.
I came to be a teacher as a result of many life decisions.
I had two beautiful children at a very early age.
This shaped my career goals in that I didn’t just think about what would make me happy
but rather what career path would let me provide for them and would not take me away
from them as much.
I have no regrets and I know that teaching was always what I was meant to do even if I
didn’t always know it” (workshop writing, 2/3).
While Jasmin often credits becoming a mother ultimately leading to a path of teaching, her life
stories and storytelling about being a single mother, in particular, are important in understanding
as they fundamentally and continuously shape Jasmin’s teaching praxis.
[What…“propelled me well as an Early Childhood Teacher…”]
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“I had two small children at home whom I raised as a single mom.
It was suggested to me to become a substitute teacher which at the time seemed like a
great idea. The hours and flexibility it provided were convenient for me.
I later got a job as an assistant teacher at a daycare center working with 3 and 4-year-olds.
This fostered the love I now have for early childhood education. While working at the
daycare I pursued a Masters in Early Childhood Education.
Watching my two young children at home coupled with the learning going on at the
daycare center propelled me well as an Early Childhood Teacher”
(workshop writing, 3/3).
For Jasmin, both the experiences of having once been a single mother, and the reflexive practice
and process of self-reflection, which Jasmin refers to as a praxis of “remembering where you
came from,” have provided her with what she refers to as a “deeper understanding” in her
pedagogy, praxis, relationship with students and their families. Through this reflection, we learn
about the importance of self-reflection as a way to be more conscious about not making
assumptions about parents’ circumstances.
“…that understanding of knowing like their living environment, their household
environment. Coming from working parents, that can't always be there and take off, and
be part of a school or any activity that we have in school. Being mindful of and respectful
of that they have to make a living. If they don't work--some people don't have that luxury
of having sick days, and just being able to take off at the drop of a hat, because they have
to be part of a child's activity at school. So, just being aware and just knowing”
(interview).
Together these trenzas have led Jasmin’s own path in being that community teacher, into
community teaching, and continue to shape her teacher praxis. “I am a New York City public
school teacher because I want to make a difference. We’re not public school teachers to get rich.
We do it for a different type of wealth…Working in my own community is important to me
because I want to invest in my own community. I want my community to thrive and succeed.
Being a teacher in my own community gives me a different level of understanding about my
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student’s livelihoods. I know about where they shop, where they eat, where they worship and
congregate. It’s a different level of connectedness” (workshop writing).
Jasmin now lives in Woodhaven, Queens, a short drive over to her school community of
Elmhurst, where she has been teaching at the same pre-school center for the last seven years. She
describes this current student population and age demographics, school, and local community as
being her true love in teaching. In order to tell this larger story—about the journey of arriving at
her current school and how it relates to her current praxis—Jasmin story-tells through various
stories. This is an example of what this study refers to as a story within a story, and how the
amalgamation of stories together are woven together to tell a larger story. First, Jasmin sets the
context and background of her current school community.
“I came to be at this school almost by accident…”
“I am currently teaching at a PreK center in Elmhurst, Queens.
I teach four-year-olds. I have been there for the past seven years now.
The community is mostly Latinos and Asian.
The Latino community includes Mexican, Colombian, Ecuadorian, Peruvians,
Hondurans, and a small population of Dominicans.
The Asian community includes Chinese, Bangladeshi, Indian, Nepali, and the
Philippines.
I came to be at this school almost by accident…” (workshop writing, 1/4).
Jasmin then reflects back to locate the reasons why she had to find a new school and community.
“I was excessed from my first teaching job at PS 151 in Bushwick, Brooklyn.
This school was my first true love. I loved the community and the staff not to mention my
three-block walk commute was ideal.
But due to the nature of always changing demographics, the families began moving out
and being replaced by young hipsters.
I was there for seven glorious years but with each year the population of children in our
school decreased more and more. Every year there was always the lingering threat that
my services were no longer going to be needed until that awful day when this became a
reality” (workshop writing, 2/4).
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What we learn from this life reflection is that despite this particular school having had a local
community teacher like Jasmin on staff, the impact of gentrification of the school’s local
community is what she identifies as having changed the ultimate need for a Spanish-speaking
teacher, such as Jasmin, at their school. As a result of retrospective reflection, Jasmin is now able
to locate a silver lining from this earlier experience.
“In retrospect, it was probably the best thing that happened because I would’ve never left
that school had I not been excessed” (workshop writing, 3/4).
Jasmin then gives insight into her community teaching experience in the subsequent school she
taught in after the first. In particular, Jasmin shares that despite being a local community teacher,
how her school’s administration and their unrealistic expectations also pushed her out of the
classroom and school, in a different way.
“I then spent a very difficult year at PS 65 in Brooklyn. And although like my previous
school it was also within walking distance from my house it was very difficult on my
mental well-being. The administration there placed an unrealistic level of work duties
which left me very little time for family and friends.
This then pushed me to seek another position which I found in the PreK center in
Elmhurst, Queens.
I started in this position as a result of a mass rollout initiative by the mayor to provide
PreK for all students which are something I strongly believed in.
Having taught kindergarten for all those years I really understand the importance of PreK,
especially in low-income neighborhoods” (workshop writing, 4/4)
Having outlined, through narrative writing, the journey to her current school and community
context, Jasmin expresses a self-awareness of the value that she brings to the classroom, her
students and their families, and school community as a teacher that has similar lived experiences
as the students that she teaches.
“Community teachers have the pulse of their community. I, being a community teacher,
can relate to some of the families I now serve. I know what it is to share a home with
many family members. I know what it is to have my family not speak the language and
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not attend parent-teacher conferences because they could not take a day off from work. I
can relate to many of the challenges our families face” (workshop writing, 1/3).
Jasmin then describes why she loves working at her school and in the community, in particular,
as a community teacher who is able to speak the same language as her students.
“I love being able to speak to some of these children in their language. I love being a
parent’s advocate when they need help with something they don’t understand. I really
enjoy going to work and the work I do, and how many people can actually say that”
(workshop writing, 2/3).
Haciendo trenzas between her own past and current teaching experiences, Jasmin expresses how
having the freedom and support from a school’s administration to create a culturally relevant
curriculum is both what makes her current school community great, and what allows her the
opportunity to be a culturally relevant practitioner.
“My school community is great. We are a very close-knit school and collaborate on all
we do. Administration is very supportive and realistic on the goals and expectations they
set on their staff and on the children we serve.
I also appreciate that in PreK there is a big push for parent involvement which I feel is
very important for young learners. In my previous schools, I didn’t feel as supported by
the administration because I didn’t have the freedom I do now to shape the curriculum to
the needs of my students and make it more relatable.
I feel students learn with more ease when the topics and subjects are more relatable to
them. I feel teachers, especially community teachers, need more freedom in choosing a
curriculum that is relevant for their students” (workshop writing, 3/3).
Another important take away, or life lesson from this particular life story, is how a shift in
Jasmin’s teaching community and context provided her with an opportunity to continue
deepening her skills and passion of working for families in the lower-income bracket, much like
her own past lived experiences. What we can learn from this collection of stories is the
importance of community teachers finding schools that support their community-centered
teaching praxis.
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Through life reflection and the storytelling process, Jasmin is able to both make
connections about her own self as a community teacher, as well as the importance of teachers
sharing their stories. “When I hear the term “community teaching,” I think about myself and how
I feel I’m making a difference. From speaking the same language to sharing the same
experiences this is what community is all about. We need more community teachers to share
their experiences with their community. Children need to see their faces in our faces and learn
that they can grow to become whatever they want” (workshop writing). For Jasmin, the
importance of public schools to have teachers that reflect the same racial, ethnic, linguistic, and
cultural compositions of public school students and their communities, are woven throughout her
life stories and also witnessed through her own storytelling.
While Jasmin shares this desire and awareness for the need for more culturally competent
teachers and more teachers of Color, like her, she also shares the awareness that there still is
much-needed work to be done. “The world now is starting to understand the importance of
community teachers and how important they are in closing the learning gap. I am now seeing
more ads seeking teachers of color to come into our school system. And although this is all great
there is still such a disparity of the amount of teachers of color in our school system” (workshop
writing). In another example, Jasmin also points to the lack of Latina teachers, both in her school
and well as giving insight into how the department of education can and needs to address this
shortage of Spanish-speaking Latina teachers. “I am the only Latina teacher at my school out of
eleven teachers. In the first year, I remember being the only person they could turn to translate
but thank goodness since then they have hired assistant teachers that speak Spanish and other
languages to assist parents” (workshop writing).
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IV.

Pedagogy and Teaching Praxis

Jasmin’s teaching praxis is a result of the nexus of the two strands of her lived
experiences: being raised by a single mom and being a single mom herself. We refer to these as
mother trenzas, or the ways that Jasmin expresses and makes her own connections between three
strands in her life and life reflections: herself as a daughter, herself as a mother, and herself as a
Latina community teacher, one who teaches majority Latinx students and works with Latinx
families. As a way to illustrate Jasmin’s braiding of her mother trenzas—the lenses of how
having a single mom, experiencing public education, and becoming a public school teacher have
shaped her identity and praxis—Jasmin story-tells in two different memories and ways. Jasmin’s
early experiences and memories about and with her mom are important in getting to know
Jasmin. What is important to notice is how Jasmin’s writing and experiences move through and
in between borders, Honduras and New York, to locate and connect how being taken out of
public school to live in Honduras, twice, affected her in the long term, but also shaped her
understanding as a community teacher in her praxis.
[“My hero who raised me as a single mom…”]
“My hero who raised me as a single mom did the best she could,
sometimes working two jobs a day as a cleaning lady.
She never truly spoke English just barely enough to get by.
I remember she tried helping me with homework as best she could and would get
frustrated when I didn’t understand something.
She would tap me on the head with her knuckles and say, “Bien, que para las novelas si
tenes cabeza.”
Which translates, “you do have a good head when it comes to soap operas”
(workshop writing).
In this story, we gain insights, almost nostalgically, into how Jasmin both has compassion
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for and recognizes her mom’s circumstances because she “did the best she could,” through the
lens of how her mom was not able to help her with homework. Jasmin revisits this memory of
the gap year in her public schooling while living in Honduras in another life story, shared in a
different way to offer additional insights into how this experience shaped her teaching praxis in
being compassionate and not singling students who do not want to participate out.
[“…as a student…so being a teacher…”]
“So I went to school for a year in Honduras, which I'm grateful for because I learned
Spanish very well. So I don't regret that.
But, I do regret that my mom was not savvy enough, or did not know that like when I
came back here, I shouldn't have had to repeat the second grade just because I lost a year
in Honduras” (interview, 1/3).
Through these interwoven life stories we learn how, how for Jasmin, “...learning Spanish I lost a
lot of my English. So I always struggled with English and pronunciation…,” she moves through
the contradictions between her love and tender compassion for her mom being a single mom:
“My hero who raised me as a single mom…” acknowledging how did the best she could with
what she had available: “...did the best she could…” while also being aware of how the nexus of
her mom’s class and language barriers limited and impacted her education: “I do regret that my
mom was not savvy enough.” Through these life stories, Jasmin gives insight into her own praxis
while gaining a deeper understanding of the contradictions and sacrifices her mom has
experienced as an immigrant woman of Color without English fluency and limited work
availability. Perhaps experiences like these are why Jasmin makes the conscious effort to not
make assumptions or judgments of family circumstances and makes the extra praxis effort to
reach out to parents on weekends, through her reflexive process and practice to remember where
you come from.
“So I repeated the year and I should have gotten services. Because as a result of just
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going to school and learning Spanish I lost a lot of my English. So I always struggled
with English and pronunciation so…
I remember getting very--and even now--it's like getting anxiety over reading or reading
aloud or anything having to do with phonics.
I was very strong in math, and having gone to school in Honduras, math is um, they're
very strong in their teaching. So I always felt very strong in math, but not in reading.
Reading was never my forte, and I always felt anxious about it. So that's what I
remember about being in school” (interview, 2/3).
Despite having childhood-rooted anxieties around both, Jasmin is a gifted storyteller and has a
distinctive ability to make sense of aspects and experiences of her life through an understanding
of and telling of stories. Perhaps this is why her mother would tell her as a child, “Bien, que para
las novelas si tenes cabeza.” Through these life stories and process of storytelling, Jasmin hace
trenzas between the memories of how her mom’s life circumstances, related to her schooling, and
land on how these lived experiences shape her current praxis: reflection on her identity as a
community teacher.
“So being a teacher in a public school is like--having had that experience--I make sure
that I'm not singling kids out. Like, whoever wants to share, shares, and whoever doesn't,
I just, I give them the choice because I know how I felt when I was little being called on
or, you know…” (interview, 3/3).
Jasmin is “looking back” at her alumni experiences as a student as a way to “look forward” to
share insights into how these early experiences have shaped her teaching praxis, specifically in
creating a classroom culture of safety and low-stakes risks in terms of student participation. The
reason why: “Parents are more receptive to becoming partners in their child’s education when
they can relate to their child’s educators and vice versa when they know the educators can relate
to them” (workshop writing). Another example of how Jasmin makes trenzas between her
experiences with her mom as relating to her teaching and praxis is through the story about how
“the family helps each other out.”
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[“Like, I had the same upbringing. I had the same dynamics.”]
“Like, I had the same upbringing. I had the same dynamics.
I lived with many people in my house. My house was almost like a shelter. It was like,
anybody who needed a place to stay my mom would just take them in. And thank God,
like for some reason, we always had space, and we always made it work” (interview,
1/3).
Jasmin reflects on how her past lived experiences, through the lens and example of her mom’s
generosity, both frame the unique lens she has as a community teacher in understanding, while
also pointing attention to the contradiction of working with people in the same school
community, who do not possess this lens.
“Some people are judgmental when the kids share, like, “Oh, my aunt lives with me, and
my cousin lives with me.” And they're like, “Oh my god, you know, it's like 10 people in
an apartment.” And, yeah, it is 10 people in an apartment because it's--because they have
the necessity. They're going through something. This might not always be the case, but
this is the case right now.
The family helps each other out” (interview, 2/3).
Jasmin’s example of her teacher’s praxis, of making the extra effort of being mindful, adapting
her approach, and reframing her mind from making judgments, is an example of how she
remembers where she came from.
“And just being understanding to that dynamic, the family dynamic, and their
environment at home. Being able to understand that they might not always have their
own space to work on their homework or to do things for school.
Or they might have a lot of sisters and brothers, and they might have to share the
materials. It's just being mindful of those things. Not like, “Oh it's just mommy and
daddy and no siblings at home.” It's more of an extended family. A lot of these kids live
with their grandparents at home.
So [slight pause] I don't know, I feel like that's what I bring” (interview, 3/3).
Jasmin expresses the importance of teachers being mindful of biases toward students and their
families’ unique life circumstances and living arrangements, through an acute awareness of the
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intersections of her own lived experiences, of both having and being a working-class and single
parent. While a story about her earlier experiences with her mom, specifically her mom opening
the doors of their home to people in need, Jasmin is able to make connections, hacer trenzas,
between her past lived experiences that offer a mirror into her current student's experiences,
different family dynamics, and home living situations through her own lived experiences relating
to these themes as well.
In addition to being raised by a single mom, being a mom and raising her children as a
single mom, have profoundly shaped her path into becoming a teacher, praxis in teaching, and
have shaped her own analysis and understanding of herself as a community teacher through a
lifelong perspective. Though married, now with adult children, when Jasmin speaks of being a
mother she refers back to the memories and times of her life when she was a single mom herself.
Haciendo trenzas between both having and being a single mom for the majority of her life is also
how Jasmin is able to relate to and build relationships with the working-class parents of her
school and community in Elmhurst, a majority Latinx population.
While identifying the positive aspects of being a community teacher as being able to
relate to students and their families, Jasmin also shares and gives insight into the real challenges
of community teaching while teaching remotely, as well as the challenges of early childhood
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Jasmin also expresses how her understanding of community
teaching also bumps up against reality.
“[You have to think about the community you're in…]”
“It's been extremely hard. [laughter]
Because I teach early childhood, four-year-olds, it's been extremely hard. Because
nobody expects children at that age to be in front of a computer all day. So getting them
to be engaged, even as little as 30 minutes, 20 minutes, in front of a computer is very
hard.
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But also coming up with activities that they can do at home with things that they have at
home. Because a lot of our learning is hands-on learning.
So you have to think about the community you're in:
what they have access to, what they might have in their home that they can use to foster
the learning content that they would be getting in school that they're not getting because
they were at home.
So it's been hard” (interview, emphasis on voice inflection).
From this example, we can learn two things. First, the instructional need to create a more
culturally relevant curriculum for home use that focuses on hands-on learning for remote
teaching. Second, it is important to reflect and keep in mind what access students and families
have or do not have. As a way to exemplify this point, Jasmin story-tells about access to
technology at the intersections of community teaching.
[“A computer at home…”]
“Oh, yeah, I mean, especially with Zoom now.
Like having teachers make comments or not being understanding of the fact that, if a kid
has a computer at home, they might not just be the only one that needs that one computer.
Or even having a computer at home.
Thank God, thank goodness that the Board of Ed gave out iPads and to every kid that
needed it.
But, if it wasn't for that, it's like taking for granted that a lot of these kids don't own a
computer at home or an iPad. And if they did, they would have to share it with like, two
or three siblings.
You know, so who gets first dibs? You know, I guess it's the kid that's in the higher
grades, not the younger ones” (interview).
From this example, Jasmin shares a practical way to better support students and families in
low-income communities, is by reflecting on what students and families may or may not have
access to at home and adapting one’s own curriculum to meet their needs.
Jasmin identifies her teacher training in the “whole child” approach to teaching as
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beneficial to her own awareness. This approach draws from Maslow's Hierarchy of Needs, which
argues that all of a child/student’s basic and essential life needs must first be met in order for
both students to effectively learn, as well as a teacher to be able to effectively teach and meet the
learning needs of students.
“Looking at the whole child: emotionally, socially, how are they developing? My
husband teaches high school, and I tell him…thank goodness, that's like maybe one of the
good things that came out of COVID. They're now really pushing the social-emotional
component to teaching. It's like, "How are these kids feeling? Why didn't they do their
homework? It's not just because they don't want to; it's how are they feeling, what's
affecting them? (interview) …
“I was fortunate enough to have gotten a degree in Early Childhood Education, where
teaching the “whole child” approach was of most importance. What this means is, we as
teachers, have to support and nurture all areas of children’s development and learning,
from social-emotional to cognitive skills. The whole child approach should be part of
every teacher’s strategy. Children are more receptive to teachers to whom they can relate
to. Or teachers who take the time out to get to know them. Community teaching is not
just being part of that community but taking time out to get to know your community and
the population you work with” (workshop writing).
Jasmin’s teacher’s praxis, of making the extra effort of being mindful, adapting her
approach, and reframing her mind from making judgments, is rooted in the reflexive praxis and
practice of “remembering where you came from.” This is a recurring theme in Jasmin’s life,
throughout her storytelling, as well as in her own teaching praxis. In order to exemplify her
praxis, Jasmin story-tells the following trenzas she’s made that have led her to this realization,
framed as advice that she would give future community teachers based on her own lived
experiences.
“To always remember where you came from.”
“To always remember where you came from.
Because as a teacher, you can, then you get into the teacher mindset: “Why is this parent
not as involved? Why is this kid not doing what he's supposed to? Why is
this...whatever.”
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But like, just keeping in mind where they came from and thinking about their community,
and thinking about…
As opposed to just being quick to judge, to really think about: maybe why certain things
are happening.
And trying to reach out to parents in different ways.
I call parents on Saturdays and Sundays. I'm not sitting here thinking like, "Oh, it's
Saturday and Sunday I can't be bothered.”
Because, we're all human and Saturdays and Sundays might be the only time that you can
reach them, or you can get to them, or in the evening.
So not forgetting where you came from” (interview).
V.

Storytelling Reflections

When asked to reflect on her experiences in The Writing Workshop Series and the
storytelling project, Jasmin shared the following.
[“…you don't always think of yourself as a community when you're the only one in
your school.”]
“Um, it's been really eye-opening, in that, um, you don't always think of yourself as a
community when you're the only one in your school. So, I'll elaborate.
So, as we got together, a lot of feelings came up of being the only Latina teacher at my
school. And getting to know other community teachers and seeing that there are other
teachers that are in my same position, being a minority in their schools or in their school
community, you know, was very nice and connecting with them.
And also being acknowledged as being a contributor, you know, to your community. That
somebody is actually acknowledging the fact that you do contribute a lot being from the
same community” (interview).
Through The Writing Workshop Series, and through the process of life reflection and the process
of sharing her life stories, Jasmin was able to recognize the cultural value she brings as a teacher
as well as also identify as a community teacher herself. “Teaching I feel is a gift that not many of
us possess. Teachers not only have to be good at facilitating information but we need to be
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patient, understanding, and caring. I feel very strongly about advocating for the students and
families in my community” (workshop writing). These reflections and forthcoming life stories
are also important as at the beginning of The Writing Workshop Series, in addition to not
identifying as a writer, Jasmin also expressed originally not identifying as a community teacher
or knowing that she could as she is the only Latina teacher in her school. Despite Jasmin sharing
how she did not imagine, as a young person, becoming a teacher one day, fortunately, later on,
Jasmin expresses realizing how, no matter the shape or course of her teacher journey, teaching is
what she was meant to do in life, and being a community teacher is who she was meant to
become. “I am very proud to be a product of the public school system and now a teacher in that
same system” (workshop writing).
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Chapter 10 | Nathalie’s Retrato | Sunnyside and Woodside

I.

Introduction

Nathalie is a Colombian, first-generation American, Latina woman in her late 20s. She is
a daughter, sister, and partner, with whom she lives and makes music within their home in
Washington Heights, Manhattan. Nathalie identifies as a teaching artist, which she describes as:
“A teaching artist is someone who teaches but also performs. How a lot of one’s teaching
background is based on your knowledge as a performer. You use what you know about your prior
experience to inform your teaching,” she quickly explained, almost in one breath, having jumped
in between Zoom meetings to take my last-minute call, before getting ready for the next item on
her day’s list. “I look back, and yea, how everything has informed one another” (phone call).
This reflection couldn’t be more accurate.
On the weekends, she travels from there back to Woodside, where she teaches singing
techniques to both an English and Spanish choir, as well as singing in three masses herself.
During the workweek, she spends half of her day as the voice for a news network podcast,
shaping articles and information about local and international news into a script so she can then
narrate and record her voice. She’s also a freelancer who records one-hour performances of
herself singing for senior citizens in a community center in Harlem, Manhattan, close to a City
College. Nathalie often sings for the Diverse Streets Initiative,56 a network of Queens-based
artists, who collaborate with other community organizations to make art accessible to people,
often through street art, and founded by two Filipinx people she knows well, as they all went to
high school together. Nathalie has shared how important it is for her to give back to her Queens
56

See: Diverse Streets Initiative
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community, a recurring life theme, through community-oriented art and artist events, which she
sings at, often unpaid.
Nathalie has been able to take and connect her experiences as a Queens community
member, a singer, songwriter, and choir songster, who studied classical vocal performance in
college, and shaped a unique life for herself by utilizing her voice at the intersections of her life
experiences, as exemplified in all her current forms of financial employment. She refers to
herself as a teaching artist, a label she’s been slowly adjusting to and coming to terms with, also
why I wanted her to re-explain her own definition again to me on our call. I would refer to
Nathalie as a homegrown educator. By this, I mean a person that is deeply rooted, both in and to
their community, who utilizes their lived experiences and love for their community to shape their
teaching and forms of giving back as a cyclical lifelong appreciation for all their community has
given them. As we will learn throughout her reflections and life stories, community and giving
back to her community are cornerstones in Nathalie’s life and teaching praxis.
II.

Queens Roots and Raices

Nathalie identifies Sunnyside and Woodside as her home communities, adjacent
residential and commercial neighborhoods in the western portion of the borough of Queens in
New York City. Nathalie began her teaching career as a vocal coach and an after-school music
teacher in her local home community, and later on as an educator in the neighborhood’s local
Catholic church, to which she also attended in her upbringing. She attended the parochial schools
St. Teresa RC School in Woodside and St. Raphael RC School in Long Island City before
transitioning to New York City’s public schools and educational system when she attended
Fiorello H. LaGuardia H.S. for Music and Art and Performing Arts, located in both Queens and
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Manhattan. Nathalie’s life stories on her schooling and education are particularly unique because
of how they braid together to, first, tell the larger story about how a community member who
loves their community became its own homegrown educator and community teacher because of
the very fact of being an active community member.
Nathalie’s lived experiences as an active community member in her home community
profoundly shaped and continues to influence and inform her conceptualizations of being a
community teacher. She often describes growing up between the two communities as possessing
a “small-town vibe,” and through reflections and life stories, shares examples that personify and
exemplify how because of this “vibe” she was able to engage and participate freely as a local
community member. What is important to pay attention to is the vast variety of Nathalie’s
community engagement activities as they will shape her future community teaching.
[“I look back at my childhood…”]
“I look back at my childhood, growing up in Woodside and Sunnyside, and I had a
chance to play outside… I was so involved in local community organizations. Like
I…sang in the church choir. I was an altar server. I also was in the Girl Scouts…
So my mom had me in a bunch of different activities, constantly keeping me busy. And,
um, there were times where, you know, she couldn't really babysit us because she was
babysitting other kids. So she wanted to put us in things to keep us busy and keep our
lives enriched, even if, uh, she couldn't afford to put us in, even if she couldn't afford to
put us in more prestigious programs. You know what I mean?
Um, but I had a lot of great friendships, from neighbors who would play tag with me and
I would be climbing up trees and just hiding up there.
Or like.. [deep breath] Man I can't complain about the childhood I had in Queens. It was
like such a small-town vibe for being in a large city.
So when I left that environment, it was a culture shock, even though, like, it's the same
city you know? I've noticed how it's changed” (interview).
In this life story, Nathalie shares an intersectional awareness of how despite her mother being
working class and sending her children to cultural events that their family couldn’t financially
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afford, it was later on these enrichment activities and public school education that would cause
tensions in her family life. “…being flung into an environment where children came from
different socio-economic backgrounds and having access to, what would have otherwise been an
expensive music education. I took advantage of every opportunity that came for me because I
had a public school education” (interview).
Nathalie gives insight into the contradiction between having access to opportunities her
family otherwise would not have been able to provide her and how it bumps up against the
values her mom was attempting to teach her about living within one’s means. “And sometimes
my mom would say to me that she regretted my sister and I going to LaGuardia, because, like I
was saying, we were exposed to students of different socio-economic backgrounds. So we would
be hanging out with rich kids, and we would think that we were like, we had like that rich kid
mentality. Sometimes my mom would be like, “Nah, uh uh uh, you can't be doing this and that
because we can't afford to do that for you.” And we would sometimes realize that there were
certain shortcomings from that, from being in school and not being the first in consideration for a
role because our parents weren't “Angel Donors” to our high school” (interview).
What resulted was a choque—a cultural collision—with the reality of how class and
money either open or close doors of opportunities for working-class students, especially for those
who do not have access to either. What we can learn from these reflections is the importance of
schools not creating financial barriers for students to have access to enrichment opportunities,
especially for students who are artists. From Nathalie’s life stories we will learn about being an
artist and having access to opportunities that opened the entryway to her becoming a local
community teacher to other local Latina young girls, like her. The parallels between class and her
community return later on in her current praxis as a music director. As a community insider of
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both communities and neighborhoods, Nathalie shares insight into how class, gentrification, and
the geography of a boulevard mark, shape, and tell a story of difference.
[“I've noticed how it's changed…]
“I've also noticed how much of a community divide there is between and within
Woodside/ Sunnyside.
Queens Boulevard is that divider.
I grew up on the south side of Queens Boulevard. And I currently work on the north side,
like past the northside of Queens Boulevard. And like I've noticed how there's like, like,
the poorer side of Sunnyside is the south side of Queens Boulevard. And that's where I
grew up” (interview, 1/3).
As an example of a borderlands experience, Nathalie’s earlier memories in her high school of the
intersections of class, money, and donors return as a theme in her current work as an educator.
“Meanwhile, where I work as music director, like a lot--some of the church parishioners
that come in are pretty generous; generous with their donations. And the church where I
work at right now is financially a lot better off than the church where I grew up singing,
which was on the other side of Queens Boulevard. And there are some weird parallels
between those two churches as they were their sister parishes” (interview, 2/3).
In another borderlands moment, Nathalie reflects on people from her past living in her home
community, and the contradiction of her both not being able to and not being able to afford to, as
she’s previously shared.
“Um, I don't know…I've noticed how it's changed, in a way where people know about
Sunnyside now. And like some of my friends from high school, who didn't even know
where I was in Queens, like some of them now live in Sunnyside and I don't even live
there anymore. So…it's fascinating.
And I think about wanting to live in Sunnyside again, but at the same time I'm also like, I
should probably not be so tethered to it, sometimes. I don't know” (interview, 3/3).
At the end of this life story, we learn how Nathalie is struggling with what it means to be part of
a changed community. What is important to learn from here is how Nathalie, who was priced out
of her home community because of gentrification, still navigates and negotiates the
contradictions of this financial reality while also being actively involved in her home community
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as a community educator. How she still shows up for her community. An example of living in the
borderlands, full of contradictions.

III.

Becoming a Community Teacher and Community Teaching

As a homegrown educator, Nathalie’s teaching path and journey are rooted in community
teaching and community teachers: members from the community who live and teach in their own
community, as well as participate as active members in their community. Why memories about
her early teaching experiences are important to know about Nathalie and her life story is because
often describes her path into teaching as accidental and haphazard, when in fact, it's been a
community-centered praxis and journey. In this micro-story, Nathalie shares examples of her
emerging community praxis.
“The first job I had as a teaching artist was to advocate for instruments for several years.
In the meantime, I took existing instruments in need of repair and took them home to fix,
polish, and tune them.
I also created lesson plans for students to make their own instruments.
I try to add excitement to the classes I’ve taught previously by picking a fun repertoire for
the students to sing” (interview).
From this reflection, we gain insights into how Nathalie utilizes her skill as a singer and
musician to create culturally relevant curricula for students by picking songs they will connect
to.
While reflecting on her teaching praxis, Nathalie reflects on her lack of traditional teacher
preparation and music education, “Teaching was not a career path I envisioned myself taking”
(workshop writing) … “I was flung into the world of after-school completely unprepared”
(workshop writing). Nathalie identifies how her lack of pedagogy training has been
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supplemented by alternative sources and forms of support. “My teaching journey has been
haphazardly full of moments of trial and error. I didn’t study pedagogy in college as I majored in
classical vocal performance, so my teaching journey was supplemented by seeking advice from
my teachers, and colleagues, attending workshops, Pinterest boards, and experience. I learned
from my students as much as they learned from me” (workshop writing). What is important to
take from here is the importance of teacher education and preparation programs to also think
about how to support teaching artists as community teachers so the immersion from the
community to the classroom is not one that is haphazard or feels unpreparable.
In the following life story, Nathalie reflects, recounts, and makes connections, hace
trenzas, between her lived experiences transitioning from being a local community member to a
local-after school community teacher to her current role and teaching praxis as a local church
choir music director. First, Nathalie sets the setting of her current teaching context.
[“I knew the community of Sunnyside well.”]
“I currently hold a position as Director of Music at Queen of Angels R.C. Church in
Sunnyside, Queens since February of 2018.
I direct two choirs (English and Spanish adult choirs) and I briefly directed a bilingual
children’s choir pre-pandemic at Queen of Angels” (workshop writing, 1/4).
She then moves in time to give insight into how she’s been deeply rooted in her community in
different positions and teaching ways.
“Prior to my music directing job, I was an after-school music teacher at P.S. 150Q in
Sunnyside, Queens through the after-school program facilitated by Sunnyside
Community Services and funded by the Department of Youth and Community
Development (DYCD).
P.S. 150Q is pretty close to Queen of Angels church. The proximity of the school to the
church meant that there was a lot of overlap in communities, as some of the volunteers at
church were students, teachers, and administrators” (workshop writing, 2/4).
She connects how being an active and lifelong community member both prepared her and
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opened the opportunity to work in her home community.
“Having also grown up in Sunnyside, I was the perfect replacement for my predecessor
Music Director who also was a native of Sunnyside.
I knew the community of Sunnyside well because apart from growing up there, I also
benefited from taking college prep courses offered at Sunnyside Community Services, I
worked one summer for DYCD at the LIC YMCA, and I was the church cantor at nearby
St. Teresa R.C. church for many years.
It was safe to say that it was a smooth transition into my current church job”
(workshop writing, 3/4).
Haciendo trenzas, Nathalie expresses the awareness of how she views her role as a community
teacher and educator as her way of giving back to her community.
“Even though I don’t teach after school anymore, I teach at my church job through
directing my choirs.
I benefited from so many opportunities offered to me through my community and it feels
good to be “giving back” when I do my job right.
I still see a lot of my former students and co-workers from time to time, and it warms my
heart when students remember me” (workshop writing 4/4).
What we learn from this story is how living as and being a community member is how Nathalie
is known in her community by other community members, as well as through her teaching.

IV.

Pedagogy and Teaching Praxis

Nathalie connects and hace trenzas between her experiences of community and her own
lived and educational experiences with supportive people, to identify her role as a community
teacher impacting her students. “Community is a group of people who work together to attain a
goal that would otherwise be difficult to achieve alone. There is the African proverb “It takes a
village to raise a child” and I am a living testament to that experience. There were many
teachers, mentors, and other role models who shaped me into the teacher I am today, and I
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understand that I am playing a small but significant role in shaping a student’s education”
(workshop writing). Why this saying and memory are important to Nathalie is because they are
shaping her praxis of giving back to her home community.
Through another life story reflection, Nathalie identifies a system of support that shaped
her success and foregrounds her belief that community teachers constantly build relationships
with students. “They say it takes a village to raise a child, so by having multiple people keep
track of one student’s progress, it increases the chance of success in the student’s academic
future. My K-8 experience in Catholic school was filled with multiple teachers and
administrators watching me and making sure I wasn’t left behind. I look back fondly at those
experiences because those teachers were academically and emotionally invested in my progress,
despite my classroom attention issues” (workshop writing).
Through alumni teacher reflections, Nathalie reflects on her own lived educational
experiences, and herself, as a “success story,” which shapes the desire to “pay it forward” by
teaching public school students. “I grew up in the NYC public school system and I understand its
strengths and its drawbacks first-hand. Despite falling into teaching, I see myself in the students I
teach and I feel in a way an obligation to “pay it forward” by showing them that I am an example
of a success story as a byproduct of the NYC public school system” (workshop writing).
In another teaching reflection, Nathalie reflects on her own lived and educational
experiences with supportive people, to identify parallels in her and her students' experiences and
to explain how she incorporates her alumni-awareness in her current praxis. “Well, when you are
brought up in a whole community, and I guess in my personal experience, it's made me want to
give back. Because I would not be the person I am today if it weren't for the people around me
that saw what I had in me when I didn't believe it myself. And when I started working with other
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students I would see those parallels. And they don't see it because they don't know themselves.
And I remember saying that once, teaching, and I was telling the kids I'm like, “You guys don't
know yourselves yet. You know yourself to a certain extent, but you don't fully know yourselves.
And that's something that you're going to learn as you get older” (interview).
This reflection is another example of mirrors, parallels, and reflections between a Latinx
teacher and her students. Continuously reflecting on how she was able to find her own artistic
voice, Nathalie connects her lived experiences with awareness of how they’ve shaped her
teaching praxis. “With those experiences, I could empathize with nervous students and reassure
them that those feelings are normal, and help them find their voice like I did for myself”
(workshop writing). Nathalie reflects on her own lived educational experiences as a student and
as a teacher feeling like an outsider, and locates the counter to her anxiety through the awareness
of her shy students, which leads to her awareness of parallels in how everyone struggles with
feeling like an imposter. “…I was telling you in another conversation about…how I felt like I
was an outsider looking in. And I always psych myself out. I always had this really bad anxiety.
Whenever I'm facing the classroom or whenever I'm facing people. And this teaching experience
for the past several years has taught me to just put my best face forward. And then I remember,
when I see students who are really shy. It can be challenging to get them to come out of their
shells. But when they do it's such a satisfying feeling. It's so fulfilling. And then I remember that
we all sometimes feel like imposters and everyone is fighting their own battle” (interview). What
we can learn from teaching reflections such as this one is how community teachers, like
Nathalie, utilize their own parallel lived experiences, as exemplified by her examples of shyness
and anxiety, as a springboard and entryway in relating with students and in helping them
navigate their own personal emotional challenges, and in Nathalie’s words, find her voice like
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she was able to.
A primary reason why Nathalie is able to move in between educator spaces and her role
as a community teacher is because of her own experiences as an artist. “And whenever I
encounter certain frustrating situations, I remind myself of why I do it in the first place. And
why, despite rehearsals that can be frustrating, or classes, like at the end of the day, when that
recital is over, when that concert is over, when that mass is over, chasing that performance
high…that post-performance highs, so satisfying. But it doesn't come without all of that time
spent preparing for that moment. So...I try not to lose sight of why I'm doing it in the first place”
(interview). In her own enjoyment as a musician and singer “chasing the performance high,”
Nathalie also expresses awareness and understanding that these moments require work, thus why
it is important for teachers “not to lose sight” of why they teach and “what brought you there in
the first place. “Remind yourself why you're doing it in the first place. Don't forget what brought
you there in the first place. Whether it was out of necessity, by accident, or if you felt like it was
your life's calling. Because as far as I know, as I've continued to teach…I find that teaching has
found me. And people seek me out because there's something about me that they want to know.
There's something about what I do that they want to know. And I'm more than happy to impart
that wisdom, and impart my experiences onto them and hopefully inspire them to do great
things” (interview). In this example, we can gain insights into how Nathalie’s community sees
her as a valuable community asset as a community teacher.
Reflecting on one of her earlier teaching experiences, and what led to her path in
community teaching, Nathalie expresses alumni-awareness that her desire to teach her earlier
students is situated in her awareness of the desire to be the role model that she, herself, would
have wanted as a student and Latina navigating musicianship, an example of the duality of the
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borderlands experience. “During my senior year of college, I was approached by a parishioner
who liked my singing voice, and she asked me if I was available to give her eldest pre-teen
daughter singing lessons. Seeing my uncertain future as a musician being imminent upon
graduation, I took that opportunity having never taught a voice lesson. I asked my private voice
teacher, other teachers, and fellow peers for advice, as I was eager yet terrified. I saw myself in
my young voice student, being Latina and from the same neighborhood, and I wanted to be the
role model I would have wanted to have as a child. My lack of pedagogical music education
made me self-conscious, but perhaps I had a knack for it because it led me to more students and
my private voice studio was always steady with students” (workshop writing). From these
reflections, we gain insights into how local community parents can and also do seek out “mirror
examples” for their own child(ren) through representations of other local community members
like Nathalie.
The central reason why Nathalie is able to be an effective community teacher and relate
to local students is based on her own lived experiences as a public school music student, and
hace trenzas of her lived experience as shaping her unconventional teaching praxis and organic
teaching style that inspires students based on her own lived experiences as a music student.
[“I try to take as much of what I learned from being a music student.”]
“Um, well, I did not come from a teaching background.
Like I never, I didn't study music education.
So I recognize that my teaching style can be a bit unconventional” (interview, 1/5).
In this example, Nathalie looks back at her past to locate parallels that will inform her present
teaching praxis through her own lived experiences as a music student.
“But I try to take as much of what I learned from being a music student.
I try to remember, “What did my choir teacher do before we learned music?”
Like doing warm ups and challenging me and stuff” (interview, 2/5).
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Here Nathalie looks at parallels between her teachers' praxis approach and how she too is doing
the same for her students. What is important to notice here is Nathalie’s recognition of the
intergenerational differences, and her awareness that one’s teaching praxis has to adapt as well.
“I would try to do the same thing with teaching students.
And a lot of that worked, and some of it didn't work.
And it's also, you're dealing with a different generation.
Because I didn't study music ed, I know that there's some gaps in my teaching. But I feel
like it's also been advantageous because I haven't been confined to a certain teaching
style, like, “Oh, I'm not teaching “Orff [Approach],” or I'm not teaching like “The Suzuki
Method” (interview, 3/5).
Again, Nathalie looks back at her past to locate parallels that will inform her present teaching
praxis through her own lived experiences as a music student. In particular, to notice is how
Nathalie resolves that while her techniques are untraditional they are shaped by her own
experiences which all in all helps make her relatable to students.
“But I might be employing certain techniques because my teachers before me probably
learned that when they were in school.
So I try to employ an organic style that has so far worked. And as I continue to do it, I've
noticed that, for me, what matters most is that I inspire my students to want to continue to
make music after class is over” (interview, 4/5, emphasis on voice inflection).
Despite her own realizations of how a public school education, music, and the teaching arts are
important Nathalie shares a counternarrative of how these programs are the first to go in terms of
funding and support.
“And the arts education is underfunded, unless you go to an expensive private school, and
it really shouldn't be like that.
And it's unfortunate that the defunding of these educational systems are happening in
public schools. And they're even happening at the high school that I went to.
When I was at LaGuardia, I had several different musicianship courses, and one of them
was sight-singing, so I could learn how to read music and music theory. The last I heard
they cut sight-singing from musicianship courses for vocal students, which is a shame,
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because how else are you going to learn how to read music, as a singer? It's beyond me.
The educational system needs to be funded properly.
Students need to be supported, teachers need to be supported” (interview, 5/5).
What we can learn from this reflection is that Nathalie is struggling with the contradiction of the
aspect of her life that has most shaped her, singing and music, and how she was able to hone in
on her skills and artistry, but how these opportunities for future artists like herself are being taken
away in public education. This awareness is important as it parallels her own lived experiences
with being able to participate in enrichment activities her family was not able to afford because
of attending public schools after transitioning from a Catholic school and parochial education to
a public school and a public school education.
This experience profoundly shaped Nathalie’s experience of “freedom” and path to
community teaching, informing and shaping her emerging teaching praxis along the way, despite
recognizing her limitations in her formal teacher preparation education. “Spending my
adolescent years in NYC public schools in a way saved me. I always loved music but it was at
LaGuardia that I discovered my love for songwriting…” (workshop writing) … “And I think that
if I had stuck with a Catholic school education, like, I would've been so far behind in where I am
today” (interview).
In this counternarrative to her teaching praxis, Nathalie makes connections with her
passion for teaching racially, ethnically, and culturally diverse students because it also
encourages her to find songs that allow students to self-express. “…as a teacher, I felt like I
could pretty much teach songs that could encourage, like self-expression, and embracing children
that came from different backgrounds. I loved being able to be in an environment with kids, like
I was saying, of different ethnic backgrounds because then it encouraged me to find, to look for
music that would help them embrace that. Having also taught in Catholic schools I had a lot of
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limitations with that. And with public schools--as long as my supervisor approved my lesson
plan--I pretty much had free rein on what I could do with the kids. So I was really lucky that I
had that liberty” (interview).

V.

Storytelling Reflections

As a teaching artist and community educator, who has worked in public schools in
alternative ways, Nathalie shares the following reflection about The Writing Workshop Series,
reflection process, and storytelling project as the following.
“It's been an eye-opening experience, not just talking about my own experience, but also
listening to the other teachers. And finding that we all had something in common, as well
as things that we didn't have in common, but it was a bonding experience.
And it was really nice for me to kind of force myself to disengage with everything else
that was going on, during that time, and just really focus on, you know, sharing my
experience with everyone…this was definitely a lot different than from what I was used
to” (interview).
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Chapter 11 | Nia’s Retrato | Corona

I.

Introduction

Nia is an Afro-Caribbean Dominican Latina woman in her 30s. She is a daughter, sister,
and wife to an incredible partner. Corona is Nia’s home community, a commercial and residential
neighborhood located in the northwestern portion of the borough of Queens in New York City,
where she has lived most of her life. Familia, faith, community, love, and reflection are all
central pillars in Nia’s life. When she is not teaching you might find Nia reading, gardening in
her city garden, meditating or in prayer, or even cooking.
Nia is also a bilingual speech-language pathologist teacher, and during the storytelling
project was in her tenth (10th) year of teaching. When asked, “What would you like people to
know about your teaching journey to your particular community school and students?” Nia wrote
the following life reflection.
“I guess, to answer the question, what I want people to know most is that at the heart of
everything I do is two things: 1) Love and 2) a steady practice of reflection.
Love alone is not enough.
We need to constantly be thinking and striving towards how to best meet student needs,
especially as those needs transform due to cultural and societal influences (i.e. digital
literacy, 21st-century skills, pandemic, trauma, etc.)” (workshop writing).
This life reflection exemplifies Nia’s distinct voice as a storyteller; her ability to hold two
simultaneous truths, hand in hand. Nia’s storytelling appreciates the beauty in public school
teaching, while not losing sight of the critique of how public schools can, should, and need to
change. For Nia, love is what shapes the importance of recentering student needs as the focus of
public education, and through a steady practice of reflection, how these goals are achieved.
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II.

Queens Roots and Raices

Reflecting on growing up in Corona, Nia frames that knowing her local home community
is both knowing the local community members, as well as relating to and engaging with one’s
neighbors. In short, Corona, Queens is a community where everyone knows one another.
[“Corona is a very colorful place… everybody knows everybody.”]
“Corona is a very colorful place. Very high energy [slight laughter] So high traffic, it's
very populated…
And there was this sense of local pride in local small businesses, it was the “frio frio”
person57 after school, if it wasn't them, it was like the snow cone person. And you knew
their name, you know, your parents knew their name and there was the sense of like, "Oh,
that's you know, fulanito.”58 Or, “Let's go buy empanadas from Maria.” You know, there
was a sense of community, you know, people you try to support within the community.
Even as simple as greeting people. I remember being much--moving to a different
neighborhood, when I was older, and really sitting with the fact that I didn't know my
neighbors. Neighbors don't really say hi to each other.
That's not something that happens in Corona; you know all the neighbors, you know who
lives on the block, you know who lives upstairs. Everybody knows everybody.
You don’t have to like everybody [laughter] but everybody knows everybody”
(interview).
What this reflection illuminates, in addition to how Nia understands community as people
intentionally knowing and supporting one another, is how even as a local and homegrown
Queens resident, the feel, energy, and reception shifts and changes, are community-based, from
neighborhood to neighborhood. In metropolitan cities such as this one, it can be as quick and
short a distance, as within a few street blocks.
Memories of growing up in Corona, which is culturally a majority Latinx population, are
what shaped and foregrounded Nia’s passion for community teaching and being a community
57
58

Shaved ice person.
So and so person.
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teacher. “I think that's something that's beautiful about Queens in general. It's just very diverse.
Even if we're talking about Latino--how many different types of Latinidad are there? And so you
see a lot of that in Corona” (interview). Nia’s love for her home community is what made this
life circumstance of moving particularly hard. A reason why Nia feels this way is because of her
own earlier affirming cultural and educational experiences in her local community schools. “I
loved school…I experienced deep joy when we got to celebrate our cultures in bright and
colorful ways, like the giant Dance Festival we held in the outdoor courtyard annually. Every
grade would represent a specific dance or culture and we all dressed up in traditional outfits to
perform for our families and friends who were also invited” (workshop writing). Through this
reflection, we gain insights into how families being involved was also part of these memories
and experiences being wonderful. As a result, community involvement in her community
teaching is the cornerstone of her identity as a community teacher, teaching praxis, as evidenced
through Nia’s stories and storytelling.
Throughout Nia’s early educational life stories, themes of community, family, and lessons
of care are woven to illustrate the role and importance of education as a central theme in Nia’s
home life. “My father always emphasized the importance of education. It was a mantra in our
household. My mother didn’t go past the 7th grade, being sent off to do domestic work in the
capital to help bring money home. My father graduated high school and started medical school
but didn’t have the money to finish. I am a product of the sobering reality that not everyone has
access to education and they made sure I never forgot that” (workshop writing). Nia counters
what could possibly be misconstrued as deficit narratives of the limitations of her parents, and
story-tells counternarratives of all the ways they did show up and show care. Nia explains how,
for example, food is a way her mom showed love and care—not only for Nia but also for her
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classmates. This is an example of community care.
[“I started to dream about the possibilities…”]
“I never doubted either of my parents' love and support, especially for my academic
career.
My mom always brought me a hot plate of food as I worked on my assignments. Every.
Single. Day. In High School, my peers wanted to do group projects at my house because
they knew that Mama Nelly would feed the entire group even if she didn’t give us
feedback on the actual assignment…” (workshop writing, 1/2).
Nia explains how the act of “physically showing up” to educational events also demonstrated her
family care.
“My parents were endlessly supportive of my education. They always showed up for
every award ceremony (and there were a lot of those.)
I was fortunate enough to be involved in a lot of after-school programs, like Urban
Scholars, that focused on providing academic intervention and enrichment that my family
couldn’t afford…
I started to dream about the possibilities my parents hadn’t had the access or finances to
afford” (workshop writing, 2/2).
Through this reflection, we can experience Nia making trenzas, connections between her life
themes, through the lens of looking back to look forward to seeing how one’s current or future
life has been shaped by the past. How despite the obstacles her parents’ faced in their own
educational journeys, alongside the intersections of race, class, language, and citizenship, it is
because of her parents that Nia developed a deep appreciation for reading, language, and her
education early on, as exemplified in the fact that Nia became a teacher of speech and language.
This is why Nia uses her perspective and lens of now being a practitioner to reflect on her own
schooling and education. “On the other end of it--being a student versus thinking about where I
am now being a teacher.”
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[“…an English word of the day…a mini-classroom practice facilitated at home…”]
“A few months later, a teacher from the school came to our house and tried to convince
Papi to switch me into an ESL class.
But Papi refused.
He said I would learn by immersion. And I did.
It helped that we learned English together.
Papi would come home from work with an English word of the day and we would go
over it in unison, a mini-classroom practice facilitated at home. This daily ritual was a
delight for the both of us” (workshop writing).
In the life reflection above, Nia threads together, or hace trenzas, between the lack of
instructional support in her home language at school, and how these negative experiences were
countered with affirming forms of support at home from her parents, with whom she often
learned alongside. Memories and life stories about language experiences are important to Nia as
they both offer mirrors, reflections, and parallels, to look into her past and what language
experiences shaped her, as well as a mirror to see reflections of her future and current
experiences and community-centered praxis as a bilingual speech-language pathologist.
III.

Becoming a Community Teacher and Community Teaching

The reason why community schools and community teaching, and why Nia defines a true
community school as being within walking distance, is because of her own lived student
experiences in her own local community schools, from K-12th grade. In the following life story,
Nia reflects on her own past to story-tell about her own lived schooling experiences in her
school’s community, through the lens of school annexes and trailers, which are supposed to be
temporary classrooms outside of a school building. First, Nia sets up the background and
context, informing us from the beginning that she is both a community teacher and an alumni
teacher, attending schools and teaching in schools in the same community.
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[“Yeah, I'm one of the classes in the, in the trailers.”]
“I grew up in Corona, Queens, and I started my career in Corona, Queens”
(interview, 1/4).
Second, Nia personifies an example of both a borderlands experience and alumni-awareness,
where Nia moves in between worlds, experiences, and lenses as both student and teacher.
“So I was working in an elementary school that was literally blocks away from the
elementary school that I went to.
And, um, one of the things that is still very much true to this day--that I experienced as a
student--was the overcrowding of the schools…” (interview, 2/4).
Nia reflects and examines her past to retrieve an example to illustrate her own experiences of the
overcrowding of schools through the lens of school annexes.
“I went to PS 19 and I was one of the first classes that was ever put in an annex building.
[laughter] But it's not even what it sounds like, right? Like the annex building was not a
building. I think since then they've actually added extensions and the school's larger now.
But they were literally like, um, like trailers. Trailers that were put in the courtyard
because they didn't have enough space in the classrooms” (interview, 3/4).
Nia makes trenzas between her past and her present, and how the overcrowding of students in
schools because of the lack of space—desks, chairs, classrooms, teachers to student ratios—in
most if not all NYC public schools in working-class neighborhoods. Not public schools, for
example, in the upper west side of Manhattan.
“So overcrowding is--literally always been a--it's still an issue. We know that and it was
an issue when I was there.
Although, you know, as a young kid, I didn't see it as overcrowding. I was just like,
“Yeah, I'm one of the classes in the, in the trailers.”
Like I don't know if that's even what they called it. I don't know what they called it, but I
was like, “Yeah, that's fine. No big deal.” The only thing I remember [slight laughter] is
that the heat wasn't great in the trailers outside. So I remember that being a thing that we
had to deal with.
Like that's one of the things that sticks out in my memory as a kid” (interview, 4/4).
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In this next life story, as a local community teacher in the same community, she identifies
an awareness of parallel and overlapping similar experiences between her and her current
students because of the lack of space in the city’s public schools. An example of Nia navigating
the borderlands, and in her experience, geographical, cultural, and structural borderlands.
[“…because of the overcrowding--community schools can't even really be
community schools…”]
“And then, in the first school in Corona, they kind of had, they had two situations: they
had like an annex building. It wasn't quite a trailer, it was better insulation and those
things have improved, but they also had an actual annex building.
And I worked at both and the annex building was in a completely different neighborhood,
which is crazy. We were in Corona.
But the annex kindergarten building was in Forest Hills.
And so, with that comes--what that brings to mind for me is starting to think about how
slowly--because of the overcrowding--community schools can't even really be community
schools…” (interview).
Hacienda trenzas, threading and weaving her alumni-awareness between her past and present
experiences in Queens public schools, Nia lands on and offers the stark reality that distance,
space, and the tight geography of metropolitan cities and working-class communities.
Nia’s lens, sensibility, and passion for advocating for working-class communities are deeply
connected to her lived experiences and her own family.
Now a ten-year veteran teacher, in her teacher origin stories or the collective stories that
tell the larger story of how Nia became a teacher, she explains that while the journey has not
been easy, she understands the criticality and importance of her being an Afro-Caribbean and
Latina public school teacher because of the under-representation of teachers like Nia in her field.
“Coming into the education field as a bilingual speech-language pathologist was a difficult
journey filled with lots of imposter syndrome. I was always “the only” or “one of” in my higher
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ed classrooms. Having served almost a decade now in the public school sector, I can also say that
I see the positive impact of students seeing pieces of their life reflected in me” (workshop
writing). This reflection as a counternarrative is important for the city’s public school speech and
language programs to think about and address how to create more opportunities for future
bilingual speech-language pathologists, so other teachers like Nia, won’t be “the only one.”
In the following life story, told in five parts, Nia reflects on the racial and cultural
demographics of teachers in the school she works at, including herself.
[“I contribute…a sense of relatability…at least there are pieces of me that they can
relate to.”
“I think I contribute…
A sense of relatability that isn't always offered.
If we look at the demographics for teachers, and we look at the demographics of the
students in the schools that we work in” (interview, 1/5).
Nia frames how representation within the Latinx public teacher population is important and also
matters, specifically because of the vastness of Latinidad and the Latinx student
population/representation in the city’s public schools.
“I'm not going to say every student sees themselves in me because I've learned that that's
a gross generalization” (interview, 2/5).
Here is an example of how Nia makes her point through a story and in a storytelling format.
“I'll never forget [slight laughter] we actually have a few Dominican American teachers
at my school. I'll never forget having an El Salvadorian student, like two years ago. And
we're very vocal about, for that reason, to show like representation. We tell them, “Oh,
this is where I'm from, this is where this teacher is from.” And she's like, “Oh my gosh,
there's so many Dominicans." She's like, “When am I gonna have an El Salvadorian
teacher?” (interview, 3/5).
Nia pivots her story to provide a counter to her own narrative to explain how she’s learned not to
make “gross generalizations.”
“So I don't make the assumption that, because I'm a Latinx teacher, every Latinx kid sees
themselves in me. And also there's a lot of different--I'm getting a lot of different students
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from places like Yemen, and other countries that I don't speak the language and I don't
know the culture” (interview, 4/5).
Nia returns to her focus to provide the counternarrative about the importance of teachers, like
her, in providing mirrors, reflections, and parallels for students, in terms of representation,
aspirations, as well as relatability.
“But I think that because I grew up and I went to school in a really homogeneous
school--my teachers were white and female, with the occasional male…with some
exceptions, and I have very specific memories of those exceptions because they were
different.
And so I think that--even if they don't see themselves exactly in me--they see something
that's not “the standard?”And I put that in quotes.
Like if it doesn't look like everyone else at least there are pieces of me that they can relate
to; whether it's the language, or whether it's the fact that my parents are immigrants, or I
grew up poor or you know.
These other tiny components of who I am--of my identity--that they can kind of relate to
on some level.
I think that that is something that I bring to the Department of Education that students
value” (interview, 5/5).
Haciendo trenzas of her own analyses, Nia lands on offering insight into how being a Latina
teacher matters in terms of representation and value she brings to her school, students,
community, and the city’s public educational system, as well as in her field.
IV.

Pedagogy and Teaching Praxis

For Nia, the practice of community care is important to her community teaching praxis.
In the following life story, Nia identifies an early lesson on care in her schooling and how a
teacher showed they cared for her well-being beyond instruction. These threads together give
insights into Nia’s definitions of community care, community teaching, and community teachers
as a praxis of care.
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“[…above all else…I made sure that they know that I care.]”
“Like I also have a very [slight laughter] vivid memory of–
I think it was like seventh grade--and a teacher–
I hurt my foot and my mom was coming to pick me up.
I was in a lot of pain.
And the teacher offered me cereal that I'd never had before.
It was “Honey Bunches of Oats.”
And she was like, "Do you want some? Are you hungry?”
And I was like, “Uh, yeah, I guess?”
I never had a teacher offer me anything, except for like the school lunch.
And, one, I remember loving it.
To this day I still love, “Honey Bunches of Oats.”
But two, I just remember that gesture of like, “She's offering me her food?”
Like, “Woah, she's a really nice teacher.” Right?
And so those moments of care, like I know.
I know she was my computer teacher–
I don't necessarily remember all the lessons she gave me–
but I know that she cared about me.
And that stuck with me.
And so those lived experiences shape how I work with students.
Because I made sure that they know that I care about them, above all else.
Above assignments, above testing, and all the criteria they have to meet.
I made sure that they know that I care” (interview, emphasis on voice inflection).
What we can learn from this story is how a gesture of care can possibly have meaningful and
even impactful experiences for a student. The fact that Nia mentions her teacher’s teaching
subject gives insight into how all teachers can and should show care, beyond the scope of their
teaching content. This life story explains how this early life lesson and example of a teaching
praxis has profoundly impacted her later on as a teacher: “And that stuck with me” as shaping
her teaching praxis: “Because I made sure that they know that I care about them, above all else.
Above assignments, above testing, and all the criteria they have to meet. I made sure that they
know that I care.” Caring for Nia both include the importance of teaching students skills, as not
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relating to school content at all. Haciendo trenzas of these early life lessons that she has carried
with her throughout her life, Nia story-tells an example of how lessons on care, like the one
about being offered cereal, shaped her own community teaching praxis as a community teacher
in showing similar lessons of care for a student, above all else.
[“To an outsider, I know this may sound silly, but I also know my students…”]
“I have this one student who always walks around with really ashy hands.
And I tell him jokingly but also very seriously, “You can't be walking around looking
ashy bro. It's not a good look for you.”
I brought him some lotion from home. It was this tiny little sample size and it was gone
in a week. That entire week, every time I walked into his classroom, he looked at his
hands and then he looked at me with so much pride and commented on how he wasn’t
ashy anymore. He even went out of his way to tell me that he needed more lotion. I
smiled and just responded “I got you. I will buy you some lotion for you to have on your
desk.”
We haven't met his goals yet in terms of what we are working on, but I wouldn't be
surprised if this is something that this kid remembers in life. A life lesson that he repeats
to others “yo, my teacher said I can't be walking around ashy.”
To an outsider, I know this may sound silly, but I also know my students and know that
he feels special by doing this.
So I know that when I ask him to do the hard stuff this year, he's gonna show up and do
that hard stuff and give it his all because he knows I care about him. He’s going to trust
that if I'm asking him to do something, it's for a reason. Even though he doesn't
understand it yet” (workshop writing).
Nia frames her awareness that she is a cultural insider, and as having forms of relatability with
students which provides her access to show care in ways that cultural outsiders probably cannot
have in the same way as her. What we can learn from this story is the importance of teachers
thinking about the multiple and different kinds of ways to exemplify and demonstrate care for
students, both for and beyond classroom instruction and content.
A reason why Nia is able to relate with her students is through her own praxis of
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“showing up,” on the good and bad days. Through modeling her own humanity, students are also
learning lifelong lessons, as shared in the following counternarrative.
[“…how we show up…we're teaching kids how to live…]
“...And what I would say to future community teachers is that
(And I say this a lot. It's part of my teaching philosophy.)
We're not just teaching kids, academics.
We're teaching kids how to live.
And so how we show up in terms of how we speak down to how we dress and our
demeanor is delivering a message and teaching something. If we're dragging ourselves
into work, we’re teaching kids that that's a way to live and that that's okay. That you can
be miserable and you can keep showing up to work.
We're teaching kids how to live.
So I do my best where it's in my potential to show up joyful.
And when I'm not joyful, I do my best to be transparent and honest about why I'm not
joyful. I am tired today. I am tired because I have a lot of paperwork.
I work hard to create a space where my students really see me and I see them. I'm not
putting on a show for them. I love what I do, but sometimes I don't have all the resources
and that affects me.
So I would just remind future community teachers that you're not just teaching kids
academics. Absolutely. They have to learn to read and write. They have to learn math as
well as computers, science, social studies, all of that.
But they also need to learn how to live and they learn a lot of that by watching us, by
watching how we show up each day, by watching how we handle the hard days. And I
don't think that means that we have to hide it. But I think we need to be mindful of how
we show up each day. Even on the bad days. Especially on the bad days”
(workshop writing).
The reason this reflection is a counternarrative to the praxis of teaching is that often
adults are taught implicitly and explicitly that they have to have it all together and have figured it
all out by the time they reach, for example, a certain age or status or career level. Through a
praxis of showing up, and modeling how to show up, for students Nia describes lifelong lessons
and skills that are not measurable in traditional data-driven ways, but also, won’t be learned
through the core and standardized curriculum. In other words, Nia is sharing an example of how
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to be culturally relevant through the praxis of one’s life.
In the following reflection, Nia reflects on how the pandemic has impacted and affected
parent involvement in her school’s community, as told in three parts. First, Nia reflects and
reaches back into her past to locate her own early schooling memory that personifies for her both
the importance of family involvement as the fabric of what makes community schools and how
community schools are those within walking distance to students and their families.
[…like the school, was walking distance from where the kids lived…”]
“Like I remember in that first school, we did a lot of celebrating student cultures, right?
We'd have days where the family came in and families bought in foods from their
country, whatever country that was.
And that was possible in that sense because access; like the school, was walking distance
from where the kids lived. So, for the most part, as long as the parent could get off from
work, they could come in and bring something in” (interview, 1/3).
Through this reflection, we learn how walking distance impacts the possibility for some families
to be involved, in particular, working-class families. Second, Nia moves forward in time to
locate how walking distance, and other issues, affect her current school and community context.
“Whereas, if the kid is going to school in a whole different neighborhood, for whatever
reason, that becomes harder for a lot of these families, whether it's the transportation
issue, a time issue. So those things are something that I miss, that I'm not experiencing as
much right now” (interview, 2/3).
Nia moves outward, into the world and describes how this historical moment of the pandemic
has not only affected parent involvement but from her perspective, pretty much eliminated the
possibility for parents to get involved because of the safety protocols and restrictions.
“In addition, the pandemic has made that really challenging as well. Because now there's
just a lot of protocols about who can come in.
Parents can't come in at all--we used to have parent visits at my current school, and the
parents would come--but now that's completely gone.
I don't know for how long but, it's just not something that we do at all.
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There's no parent visits” (interview, 3/3).
Through this reflection and life story, we gain insights into how the possibility of a sustainable
community teaching praxis is challenged both by life circumstances, school restrictions, and a
decrease in parent involvement.
In the following life story, Nia shares how by sharing the same language she is able to
help out another Latinx family, who previously did not have a Spanish-speaking teacher or
support in their home language. This example not only gives insight into the value that teachers
like Nia bring to their schools and community but also her insight into her reflections of her
intersectional identities as an asset in her teaching praxis.
“[so those tiny moments, like those, are very rewarding]”
“I think, in some parts, I've been really rewarding. Even in the tiniest moments.
…just the other day I was working with a parent, and she was so grateful…it was actually
a great grandmother who has guardianship…of my student, her great-grandson. And
there's clearly a very complicated family history, in terms of why that's the case.
But she was just so grateful that I spoke Spanish, like, she was just like, "Wow, like, the
only other speech therapists he's ever had, like one was Russian and one was Indian. And
like, you know, they weren't agreeing with him, but I didn't understand what they were
doing with him.”
And so she was just so excited that I could explain it to her in her language. Like this is
what I'm doing, this is how you can support it at home. And she'd never had that before.
The kid is seven, he's been getting services since he was like three. So the past four years,
she hasn't had access to that and she was just soo, um, excited about that.
So those tiny moments, like those, are very rewarding” (interview).
While a story about language practices and the value that bilingual community teachers like Nia
bring to their communities, it is also a story in which Nia finds silver linings of appreciation, or
what refers to as “tiny moments” of appreciation that are rewarding despite the challenges that
teaching during the pandemic brings.
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In the following collection of counternarratives, Nia gives insights into how public
schools disservice students labeled with dis/abilities. The department of education defines the
community and teaching population that Nia works in as: “District 75 provides highly
specialized instructional support for students with significant challenges, such as autism
spectrum disorders, significant cognitive delays, emotional disturbances, sensory impairments,
and multiple disabilities.”59 Nia defines District 75 as the following: “Generally, District 75 is
very segregated. We are always a school within a school and some of the students have to travel
far from their neighborhoods to get to their placement in our school because their neighborhood
or community school isn’t “equipped” to meet their learning needs” (workshop writing).
[“…wherever they can find a space…”]
“...So my first three years were in a community school in Corona.
But then, since then, I've been in a District 75 School, which is for students with
disabilities.
And these kids don't go to a school that's in their community; they go wherever they can
find a space.
Because their local community schools don't know how–
basically they don't have the training or the resources to manage their learning.
They don't know how. So that's a little sad…” (interview).
Nia’s reflection gives insight into how the labor is placed on students and families to find schools
that are equipped and able to meet their learning needs. She also provides a counternarrative to
the idealization of community schools as being available to and for all. Specifically in the
impossibility for all public students to be able to attend their own local community schools, also
connecting to her point about the limitations of school space. This issue, as Nia explains, is when
schools themselves are not properly trained or equipped to respond to the ever-growing language
59

See: https://www.schools.nyc.gov/learning/special-education/school-settings/district-75
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and speech needs of public students, especially in Latinx majority communities in Queens and
New York City.
In the following counternarrative about District 75, told in four parts, we learn both Nia
critiques how the department of education treats students with dis/abilities as well as navigates
and counters these negative experiences through her teaching praxis. First, we learn there is a
problem with how schools both label students and treat students with dis/abilities.
[“I bore witness to the over-referral of English Language Learners and low-income
students into Special Education.”]
“In my first community school, I bore witness to the over-referral of English Language
Learners and low-income students into Special Education” (workshop writing, 1/4).
Next, Nia expresses the counternarrative that her teaching praxis provides to her school
community as a speech-language pathologist.
“I am proud of the role that I played to educate staff about the difference between
language difference and language disorder” (workshop writing, 2/4).
Then Nia provides specific ways schools fail students with learning dis/abilities.
“However, I also took note of how community schools fail students with serious
behavioral and sensory needs.
Whenever they got to the point where they didn’t know what they were doing anymore,
they just shipped the students off to District 75.
In District 75, in the best of organizations, teachers truly are equipped to differentiate for
student needs and manage a vast spectrum of behavioral, sensory, and learning needs.
Still, a lot of these schools aren’t at their best and students get lost.
Entirely too many students in District 75 don’t graduate with their High School Diploma
and it breaks my heart to think about what their life opportunities look like with that kind
of limit in place” (workshop writing, 3/4).
Nia's counternarrative returns to her teaching praxis and how critical her role as a
speech-language pathologist and advocate for students with dis/abilities in her school
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community.
“I am proud of the ways I advocate for moving students towards standard assessment (so
they can qualify for a high school diploma) and inclusion whenever possible.
I am also proud of the workshops I’ve facilitated for both staff and families” (workshop
writing, 4/4).
From this counternarrative, we learn about the importance of teachers being aware of how
students with different learning needs are labeled and countering these experiences through
educating first themselves and secondly educating other teachers, coworkers, and other members
of their working communities that should be providing services, not judgments.
In order to achieve this, what Nia offers and suggests is a move away from standardized
testing and a move toward real-life learning.
[“…move away from standardized testing and move towards real-life learning…”]
“I have a lot of hopes for the future.
I hope that we can start to offer--move away from standardized testing and that being the
focus in classrooms and move towards real-life learning.
Teaching students financial literacy, digital literacy, how to be digital citizens in a world
that is becoming increasingly virtual.
And so those are hopes that I have. And I hope that we can create spaces where students
can feel safe being their whole selves. I think those are some of the really big hopes. And
hopes that we learn to individualize and cater teaching experiences for students.
Understanding that like, yeah, we want to encourage higher education--if that's what kids
want, and if it makes sense. But we also want to encourage trades if that's what makes
sense. We want to encourage--we want to really look at students as a whole, and have
them participate
As opposed to just creating this tunnel of:
“Everyone's going here. Everyone needs to go to college. Everyone needs to do this."
And like really looking at students, and, one, what they love and, two, what's in their best
interest.
As opposed to just creating another generation with a whole lot of student debt”
(interview).
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V.

Storytelling Reflections

As she was moving from her home community of Corona and finding a new home
community in the Bronx with her husband, Nia entered the storytelling project already in
reflection mode, and in a transitional time in her life.
“I’m currently at a crossroads.
Next year will be my 10th year in the DOE and having just moved to the Bronx I’m
trying to figure out whether or not I should try to transition into a more local, community
school or continue to commute to Queens.
I’m struggling with the idea of leaving my coworkers behind who I work so
collaboratively with, and my students. I’d like to at least see some of them graduate
before moving on, but every year I get attached to new students so there’s never really a
good time to leave.
My Assistant Principal just left the school. She was a big part of the reason I stayed in
District 75 as long as I did. I’m wondering if her departure means it’s time for me to start
a new journey as well. A lot of hard decisions to make” ( workshop writing).
The reason why moving from her Queens community was so challenging, in addition to
uprooting raices and planting them within new grounds, is because Nia already knows the
eventual decision of having to choose a new local community school.
La comunidad60 and being a community teacher, to Nia, matters. Nia’s teaching career
began in her home community of Corona, where she P.S. 19, I.S. 5, and Townsend Harris High
School, and lived throughout her life, up until recently. This is why Nia defines a “true
community school” as one that is in walking proximity to a student’s home life, and later on, in
her experiences as a community teacher. “…because I think that one of the most beautiful
things--and one of the things I miss about being in a community school, and teaching at a
community school, like a true community school, like all the kids that go here live within a
certain radius of going here--is that sense of like, recognizing people and recognizing culture, if
60
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that makes sense?” (interview).
Post this writing, Nia expressed how she resolved to find a new local community school,
as the labor of traveling via driving between boroughs, the time, increasing cost of gas, and tolls
in New York City especially led her to this decision. “It’s just not sustainable” (phone call). As
previously mentioned, commuting in a metropolitan city like this one is particularly challenging
for everyone, including teachers. Getting around the city via public transportation and private
transportation is not always linear travel, and both options present challenges and obstacles that
only continue getting more expensive and complicated as the city continues to expand in
residents while the cost of living increases. Travel and commuting in the city present obstacles
both for the goals of local community teaching, as well as restricting the possibility of local
community teachers from simply teaching. For example, if public school teachers cannot find
employment locally, or people are not actively seeking out the local community teachers of their
communities, teachers have no choice but to commute to other communities, and possibly even
have to move.
This truthful reality, as told through Nia’s reflections, points to the real disruptions of the
possibility of sustainable local community teaching and teachers, which really matters to her, as
we will learn from her storytelling. In metropolitan and urban cities as expensive as New York
City has become to be is probably the biggest reason there has been an exodus of teachers, in
addition to structural racism. It is not only to leave the teaching field but also often have to leave
their own home community states in order to find employment in states elsewhere. Reflections
such as this also give insight that one way to resolve the shortage of community-grown teachers
of Color, metropolitan cities also have to resolve their issues with community displacement,
gentrification, and structural issues that impact working-class people of Color. Dual ends of the
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same rope.
Nia expressed on numerous occasions how useful and helpful the workshop’s storytelling
process of life reflection through questions has been for her as a way to further self-reflect on her
own life. Nia expressed the storytelling project’s process of life reflection as: “On the other end
of it--being a student versus thinking about where I am now being a teacher,” which is actually a
really great description.
“It was…felt very cathartic. I don't feel that this school year--where the school system is
right now and maybe it's because of collective trauma with the pandemic, and all
that--really hasn't allowed for much time for reflection.
And so it was really nice to have some time to really reflect on my experiences in the
public school system. On the other end of it--being a student versus thinking about where
I am now being a teacher.
And so, that was a really rewarding experience in some ways. Like I just haven't had the
time or the spaces to think about that, and being intentional about reflecting on that.
Even professional development isn't something where I'm getting much of it now because
[slight laughter] we're so understaffed and overworked. So that part was nice.
And then to be in community with other teachers was--that don't necessarily work with
me but doing similar work--was really nice as possible” (interview).
Nia believes reflection is important to public school teachers, during this historical time of the
pandemic. She also points to the general lack of reflexive spaces of life reflection for teachers,
and why reflection spaces are important. She locates and frames the importance of life
storytelling for teachers, “On the other end of it--being a student versus thinking about where I
am now being a teacher,” as a way to connect the purpose of reflecting back as a way to for
teachers to look forward currently at their own lives, teaching praxis, relationships with students,
as well as engaging with the materials of their own past.
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Chapter 12 | Conclusión | Haciendo Trenzas — Hechas en Queens
Summary
This research study and dissertation provides a narrative analysis of life stories and
storytelling—orally spoken and self-reflexive narrative writings—of a group of five local
Afro-Caribbean and Latina teachers, who are all alumni of New York City’s public schools, and
since then, became their classroom practitioners and local community teachers. I examine how
these teachers—las maestras—make meaning—hacen trenzas—about their lives and lived
experiences, as they relate to their conceptualizations as public school teachers and community
teachers, their own teaching pedagogy and praxis, and community teaching. My analysis of their
life stories helped me understand the importance of self-reflection, through life stories and
storytelling, as they relate to alumni-community teachers. In the following conclusion chapter, I
first articulate the research study’s overall limitations. I then revisit each teacher
portrait—retratos—to offer my own understandings, summaries, and lessons learned. Afterward,
I offer this study’s implications and recommendations for teacher education and preparation,
teacher professional development, and teacher policy, as well as my own understanding of the
study’s contributions. I offer my own self-reflections on my own purpose of focusing on life
stories. I conclude with an offering of a praxis of how to move forward.
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The Study’s Limitations
Introduction
The comprehensive qualitative research anthology, Qualitative Educational Research:
Readings in Reflexive Methodology and Transformative Practice (Luttrell, 2010), reflects the
vastness and complications of the qualitative research landscape in its collection of writings and
voices that ask questions, grapple with considerations, and offer clarity on qualitative research
design, such as its purposes, research questions, and decision-making, which this research study
found particularly useful in its own reflection of its study of life stories. In the introduction to the
chapter, “Good Enough” Methods for Life-Story Analysis,” the anthology’s editor, sociologist,
qualitative researcher, and urban education professor, Wendy Luttrell, acutely captures the worry
and preoccupations that qualitative researchers, like myself, who are interested in life story
analysis and in people’s stories face. For example, how do qualitative researchers juggle
preoccupations and tensions related to the authenticity of the best representation of a study’s
research subjects? Based on her own fieldwork and research of working-class women as mothers
navigating schooling and education, Luttrell explains one way to alleviate some internal
research/er preoccupations, questions, dilemmas, and contradictions is the importance of
engaging in reflexivity, as what she describes as “good enough” methods. Luttrell writes:
There is always the worry that the voices and perspectives of those we study will be lost
or subsumed to our own views and interests.
I want to make a case for what I call “good enough” methods, whereby researchers think
about their research decisions in terms of what is lost and what is gained, rather than what
might be ideal.
Accounting for the decisions one makes is the nitty-gritty of researcher reflexivity and
the hallmark of “good enough” research (2010, p. 258).
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As it relates to this study, thinking about what is lost and what is gained is particularly
helpful in thinking through this research study, dissertation, and the storytelling project’s
limitations. Overall, more was gained and learned from than any possible losses.
Validity and Reliability
To address the validity threats of researcher bias and reactivity, the process of reflectivity
and research/er reflexive notes and writing were implemented in this study. As the study’s
homegrown researcher, who wore multiple hats and roles of responsibilities, reflexivity was a
cornerstone throughout the research process in order to process my thoughts and experiences, as
well as the triangulation in my research design. In particular, as a collaborative learner, or a
person that best learns in a community and processing alongside people, it was personally
challenging for me to do research during the pandemic without a co-researcher or research
community, or with limited access to people with large amounts of available time to talk to and
help me think things through, as this is a large part of how I learn. As many researchers can
attest, conducting research can often be an individual, lonely, and isolated process and
experience—unfortunately, and shouldn’t be this way. Therefore, the process of reflectivity and
research/er reflexive notes and writing to engage with my own questions, dilemmas, and worries,
as well as to capture my new learnings. For example, writing down how people story-tell and
what words and phrases indicate a story being told, and writing reflections after each workshop
as well as interviews.

214

Sample Size
At first, the small sample size of available participants appeared to be a limitation. As
previously mentioned, the specificity of the study’s focus on lived experiences and intersections
of identity, all limited the potential available candidates—both interested in as well as accessible
to the study. For example, the study perhaps would have had more teacher-participants if we had
reached out to NYC’s Department of Education (DOE) directly. However, we chose not to as we
wanted to ensure that participants were not misled into thinking this study was somehow
connected to the DOE, and potentially influence opinions shared or interest in participation. This
decision proved to be effective as one participant had recently left teaching in the DOE, and
another participant was not directly connected to the DOE. The study’s sample size of five
teachers proved to be a gift, not a limitation, as it allowed for depth and time with
teacher-participants and their stories, particularly in the data reading, coding, and analysis stage.
In retrospect, as one individual researcher, I could not imagine doing this kind of quality and
thoughtful ethnographic research with a large pool of teacher-participants, and without
co-researchers, funding, and more time availability.
Method of Inquiry
I approached organizing the study’s research findings initially in various other ways. For
example, in another version the study’s data chapters were organized thematically differently,
focused on three life themes per chapter, with all five of the study’s teacher-participants’ voices
woven throughout each chapter. In these earlier draft versions the writing felt forced, clumsy,
overwhelming, and confusing. As a result, I have learned that creating portraits of people, their
lives, and life stories are no easy feat. I now know why Sara Lawrence-Lightfoot refers to the
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methodology of portraiture as both an art and science. It is not a sidestepping, guessing process,
or hodgepodge experience.
Framing the study through the lens of portraiture, at times, felt like a disservice. Sara
Lawrence-Lightfoot’s portraiture methodology requires an extended length of time with
people—rightfully so. If this study would have taken place in life as we knew before the
pandemic, different and additional forms of data would have been possible. For example, it
would have been nice to have met teachers in-person and visited their home communities
together. It would have been nice to have visited their school communities, spent time in their
classrooms, seen examples of student work, and taken field notes and observation notes about
their classrooms and examples of teaching praxis. The awareness and knowledge of the limited
amount of time with the study’s teacher-participants, as will be described in the next section on
the need for remote research, designing the research study as portraiture through self-writing
helped ease some of these researcher worries and tensions. What resulted is the centering of
teacher-participants as co-constructors of how their stories would ultimately be shared through
retratos—teacher portraits.
As the researcher and human being that spent time with these five individuals—asking
questions, listening, reading, and transcribing their responses word for word, one at a
time—these words and stories now live and exist in my brain and heart, similar to stories from
some of my favorite writers. I cared about how this particular collection of teacher life stories
should be organized and retold, also known as the process of restorying. My goal was to present
their voices—as whole and complete, as unedited as possible—with the hope that my own voice
did not “get in the way.” Early on it made sense that some of these worries and preoccupations
could be alleviated both by weaving and threading my own my researcher understandings,
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interpretations, and analysis of the study’s data of teacher life stories by co-constructing the
desired outcome of narrative portraits of public school teachers—retratos—alongside las
maestras’ voices, stories, and storytelling. Rather than choosing to include the textual or
photographic excerpts of these teachers’ writing and interviews, for example, as an addendum to
this document, it made sense for each participant to have their own individual chapter and to
include excerpts of their words woven throughout as well. Therefore, while visually perhaps
unsettling to some, exciting to others, to see text, words, and writing layered, in multiple forms,
as unedited as possible, as a methodology of braiding people’s life stories, it was important to
both present how these individuals shared their own stories, while also offering moments of
pausing, reflection, and invitation.
The Pandemic and Remote Research
It is important to reflect on how this very historical moment has impacted and marked
every aspect of our society. In many ways, the pandemic and its aftermath functioned as a great
clarifier of our American societal values; highlighting which and whose work is regarded as
essential, and whose lives are considered expendable––in particular teachers. This includes the
study’s participants, both as educators and as human beings experiencing this moment.
In New York City, distance and locality greatly impact teachers and educators that do not
live within walking distance of their schools or learning communities. Travel and reliance on
public transportation often require multiple connecting routes in overcrowded public
transportation, with additional on-foot travel to and from public train and transit stations. In
addition to travel, since the pandemic, there has been an astronomical surge of physically violent
and racially charged assaults, causing further distress to people, including participants, further
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causing obstacles to commute throughout the city. In many ways, examples such as these limited
the available bandwidth for participation during such high-stressful times—understandably so.
As a result of constantly shifting safety measures and concerns in the last two, now almost three,
school years, the need to (re)conceptualize and design a research study entirely remote-based and
digitally accessible was evident early on in order to ensure opportunities for participation,
feasibility, and completion. If it were not for remote research, the participants probably would
not have participated, and the study itself, would perhaps not have been possible at all.
In short, this moment in history further clarifies the importance of renewing, prioritizing
interest, and (re)centering themes of locality and community. The importance and relevance of
research on community teachers—such as this study, which centers on the city’s local, alumni,
and homegrown teachers, and a focus on listening to life stories to learn from—could not be
more timely and more opportune. It was a unique opportunity to spend time with educators to
both witness and be an available resource for educators. While there was a limited and finite
amount of time to conduct the research and have access to teachers, remote research and the
study’s research design also opened expansive research methods, and possibly even created new
ways of thinking about life story research and methodology.
What emerged was also a unique opportunity, a finite and focused time for teachers to
self-reflect on their lives, reflect on their praxis, and process through stories and storytelling, a
constantly shifting world. What I really appreciated was the willingness of the study’s
storytellers/teacher-participants/las maestras for being part of this study, and for showing up
despite all the obstacles of the current times. I appreciated them all being genuinely curious and
interested in this study, and in myself as a homegrown researcher. Many of them expressed how
proud they felt of this research, of being recognized as community teachers often for the first
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time, and of me doing this kind of research. The respect I had developed for the study’s
teacher-participants also impacted my decisions to include and keep the text as closely as shared
and not edit their writing at all. The goal was to thread and weave together their voices and
self-writing alongside teorias, theories, and collective knowledge about the lived experiences of
others like them: Black, Latina, the understudied, and systematically marginalized. It's a
privilege to gain insight and learn from them and alongside them. They are the storytellers of
their own lives.
Haciendo Trenzas: Retratos — Summaries and Lessons
Alexandra — Summary and Lessons
Alexandra’s early life storytelling is about how one Afro-Caribbean born and
Queens-raised young artist navigated their community, home, and schooling in constant pursuit
of self, for affirming racial and cultural representations—to feel at home—as well as a relentless
pursuit to live an authentic artistic life. Alexandra’s retrato is a story that is also universal: about
the dangers of public schools, their curriculum, and education, stifling and truncating young
artistic students’ creativities. It is why some young artists, like what happened to Alexandra,
spend a lifetime outside of their schooling trying to make sense of what they already know to be
true: the expansive potential of art, creative experiences, and the importance of the art-making
process. Therefore, it is important for public schools, their teachers, and curriculum, to support
and nurture young artistic people to tend to their art as ways to understand and nurture their own
identity—both for their present and future. It is why Alexandra became a visual arts educator and
why she creates such opportunities—mirrors, reflections, and parallels—for her own students in
her own teaching praxis; utilizing her own lived experiences as entry points into her own
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creation of culturally relevant curricula and praxis that is applicable and relevant for students
similar to her own lived experiences. It also shows how and why she has been able to connect
with students and form affirming relationships with art students, in particular, students of Color.
Alexandra’s retrato gives us insights into the uniqueness of the public school and community
teachers who are alumni of the city’s public schools, alumni-teachers, what they offer, and why
they need to be better valued and supported as classroom practitioners. Therefore, it is important
for teacher education and preparation programs to both reconceptualize their approach in
recruiting alumni students as practitioners, and include their own lived educational experiences
as part of their preparation, in order to support emerging alumni-teachers and alumni-community
teachers in creating examples of their own culturally relevant curriculum. The reason why is
because of the contradictions of how a community teacher’s community-centered praxis often
comes up against the real roadblocks and obstacles of a school’s administration, policies, and
data-driven, capitalistic educational culture—choques—as they have different values and
measures of success. If these lessons are not learned the potential outcome is that invaluable
alumni-community teachers, like Alexandra, eventually burn out and leave teaching, despite their
own best community-centered teaching praxis. “I feel like with all of the experience and the tools
that I've acquired up until now, I want to take that and transition into using art as more of a tool
for healing. Versus something where, you know, the Department of Education is using to collect
data, and fund other nonsense that they're using the data to fund” (interview).
Christina — Summary and Lessons
Christina’s early life storytelling is a story about how a young person—raised in one of
the most ethnically, culturally, and linguistically diverse neighborhoods in all of Queens—loved

220

spending time within and learning alongside their home community. Her stories teach us how
one’s community, geographical location, and even childhood friends, can potentially teach about
one’s own relationship to culture and diversity: in real and lived, authentic and non-tokenizing,
practical and lifelong ways. Christina’s retrato is a story about how a self-described nerd has
always loved learning because of positive public school educational experiences, and affirming
experiences with teachers, and later on in life as a practitioner, realizing that this was unique to
her lived experiences and that not all students are afforded the same. Christina has always loved
community-centered curricula, learning, and teaching as a result of her own teachers’ praxis of
connecting students’ education to their community, for example, through schooling assignments.
The lessons we learn through Christina’s stories and storytelling is the importance for
practitioners to involve students early on in participating and engaging in their community as
active community members, as these experiences can have lifelong memorable impacts, and can
potentially even lead students into community-centric careers and passions. It is why community
teaching and becoming a community teacher have always been part of Christina’s interest and
path. Christina’s retrato is also a story about how, despite these affirming experiences, there was
a lack of cultural representations of teachers that reflected her own community, so she kept
wondering, where are the community teachers of Color, which eventually led her to resolve her
own questioning by becoming a community teacher herself. Therefore, it is important for teacher
education and preparation programs to understand the importance of diverse and specific cultural
representations of teachers for students of Color, and to centralize the importance of recruiting
and sustaining both teachers of Color as well as community teachers of Color, in particular
alumni students who are interested in teaching. Through Christina’s unique life story we learn
about how alumni teachers that teach in their own alumni schools also matter, and how a
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community of alumni teachers creates another layer and dimension to notions and
representations of community teachers and community teaching. Christina’s storytelling and
retrato offer a pedagogy and praxis of intentional effort: for teachers to care and be intentional in
the ways they move, navigate, and participate as active community members themselves; both in
their own communities, as well as those of their students and school where they work, if and
when, or regardless if they are the same community. “…if you're an outsider, and you make no
efforts to understand that, there's always going to be this huge disconnect between you and your
students” (workshop writing).
Jasmin — Summary and Lessons
Jasmin’s early life storytelling is a story about a young person, raised throughout various
parts of New York City and different home environments for the first decade of her life. As a
result, ensued a longing for and desire to find a fixed and cemented community to call home. It is
a story about finally finding that desired community, growing roots, and becoming planted in one
home community for almost all her adulthood, creating the possibility for her own children to
have intergenerational community opportunities and schooling experiences, similar yet different
to her own. The lesson we learn is the uniqueness, rarity, yet importance, of intergenerational
community experiences in a transient and influx city such as this one, yet, how the ongoing and
never-ending effects of gentrification and costs of living for working-class people are eradicating
the possibilities of sustained homegrown roots, living, and community teaching. Therefore, it is
important for teacher education and preparation programs to recognize, value, and sustain
homegrown educators and community teachers, like Jasmin, as they are rare, and with the
passing of time, will only continue to get even rarer, if at all possible. It is also important for
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school administrators to actively seek out and recruit homegrown educators in their school’s
community in order to lessen the need for people to move out of their home communities for
work. Jasmin’s retrato teaches us how one’s early life experiences can often profoundly shape
you, and as a result, the need for practitioners to self-reflect: to remember their early roots and
early life experiences in order to be recentered as a person and praxis in the classroom.
Therefore, it is important for teacher education and preparation programs to create opportunities
for teachers to self-reflect: to look back at their past and lived experiences, as a way to further
and deepen their current teaching praxis, and conceptualizations as practitioners, with the
aspirations to strengthen one’s relatability and relationships with students and the communities
one teaches in. Jasmin’s retrato is also a specific story about intergenerational motherhood, and
because of these strands of her lived experiences, loves relating to other mothers, especially
those of her students. We learn about how Jasmin’s own lived experiences with her mom and
being a mother herself, shape her own motherwork: providing the framework, lens, and material
to be able to generate culturally relevant curricula for students with similar life experiences and
life circumstances, as well as relating to the students, families, and community where she
teaches. Therefore, Jasmin’s retrato teaches us the importance for teacher education and
preparation programs, policymakers, and those invested in the education of metropolitan
communities to both recognize and value practitioners’ forms of motherwork, as it is labor often
unrecognized. “Community teaching is not just being part of that community but taking time out
to get to know your community and the population you work with” (workshop writing).
Nathalie — Summary and Lessons
Nathalie’s early life storytelling is a story about a young person’s unique journey
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transitioning from parochial to public education. It is a story of how this change profoundly
shaped her life and worldview, and later on, informed her teaching praxis and sustained
community teaching. It is also a story about how a young singer and aspiring songwriter found
her voice: as an engaged and active community member, because of public school education, and
thanks to the supportive teachers that supported her along her journey. We learn about the
influence and importance of arts in a public school student’s education, but also, how to continue
the arts continue to be under attack and minimized on a funding and policy level. Therefore, it is
important for teacher education and preparation programs and policymakers to understand how
impressionable and influential a school’s community, curriculum, and a classroom practitioner’s
praxis can be, especially to young people and artists who may otherwise not receive supportive
and affirming experiences possibly elsewhere. Nathalie’s retrato is also a story of how the
affirming life, community, and schooling experiences shaped her desire, ethos, stance, and praxis
of giving back—as a community educator in her home community—to this day. Through her
stories and storytelling, we learn about how being an active community member both led her to a
path of community teaching, as well as becoming a cultural representation to other Latina and
young artists, much like herself. We learn about how community educators, like herself, often
create culturally relevant curricula based on their own community learning experiences. We also
learn how community teachers, like Nathalie, do not always find or have access to traditional
pathways into teaching, or access to teacher education and preparation programs that reflect their
experiences, artistry, or passions as teaching artists. As a result, some community educators and
teaching artists have to carve their own paths, and shape their own teacher education, often
through trial and error, but also, as a result of their own lived experiences. Therefore, it is
important for teacher education and preparation programs to consider multiple entries into the
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teaching profession, including pathways for community educators and teaching artists,
otherwise, some of the most life-qualified experts may not ever become teachers and some
students may not have access to teachers that reflect them culturally. “…when you are brought
up in a whole community, and I guess in my personal experience, it's made me want to give
back. Because I would not be the person I am today if it weren't for the people around me that
saw what I had in me when I didn't believe it myself” (workshop writing).
Nia — Summary and Lessons
Nia’s early life storytelling is a story about a bilingual child of the immigration
experience, who became a bilingual speech-language pathologist, both in spite and because of
negative and affirming language learning experiences in her schooling and home life. Her stories
teach us how impressionable young learners are. For example, how early life language
experiences can shape one’s worldview, as well as can inform a career that connects one’s life
passion and life’s work of advocating for others. We also learn how limiting, challenging, and
frustrating it can be, for community educators like Nia, often being “the only one” in spaces
relating to her expertise, as well as her identity. Therefore, it is important for teacher education
and preparation programs to be proactive in sourcing and supporting native language educators,
especially community educators that reflect and represent the students and communities of their
schools. Nia’s stories teach us how often public schools mislabel students with different learning
needs as having a “disability,” when in fact, it is often the school, their teachers, and the city’s
overall public education system, often not equipped, trained, or qualified to meet the needs of all
their student populations. Therefore, it is important for teacher education and preparation
programs, and policymakers to both reconceptualize how students are labeled and mislabeled, as
well as to meet the learning needs of all their students, including space and classroom size issues.
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As a result, Nia’s storytelling teaches us how a community teacher, like herself, counters
otherwise harmful representations through their teaching praxis, rooted in social justice
advocacy, a praxis of love, and the importance of teachers cultivating a practice of
self-reflection. Therefore, it is important for teacher education to allow opportunities for teachers
to self-reflect in order to understand not only possible inherent biases, and privileges but also to
strategize and conceptualize how their praxis can counter otherwise negative and harmful
messages that public school students often encounter. Nia’s retrato is a story about her love for
her community, and as result, we learn about the importance of a community school as being
within walking distance of students and families, and the possibility of community teaching for
community teachers. “…I think that one of the most beautiful things--and one of the things I
miss about being in a community school, and teaching at a community school, like a true
community school, like all the kids that go here live within a certain radius of going here--is that
sense of like, recognizing people and recognizing culture…” (interview).
Haciendo Trenzas: The Study’s Findings
NYC Latinx Alumni-Teachers and Alumni-Community Teachers
This dissertation and research study has found three primary and major findings,
specifically relating to this particular group of New York City’s Latinx public school teachers
and community teachers, focused on their intersections of experiences of being homegrown in
the city, and now teaching in their community’s local schools.
The first research finding centers on public school teachers—who are homegrown and
raised in this city—are more often than not themselves alumni of their city’s public schools.
Moreover, they also live in the same or similar communities, and teach in their community’s
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local schools, as those of their lived experiences—whenever possible. We refer to this very
specific subset and demographic of the city’s public teacher population as alumni-teachers and
alumni-community teachers: teachers who are homegrown and remain invested in their own
communities by local public school teaching and local community teaching. In addition to the
study’s participants and their life stories, this finding was also affirmed by the people (teachers)
that expressed initial interest in participating in this study, as well as the personal connections
and examples the study’s participants shared knowing personally.
The second research finding centers on the study’s alumni-community teachers have had
an overall positive correlation and experience of having attended the city’s public schools and
being taught by public school teachers themselves, often despite some of the specific negative
and non-affirming examples shared. All of the teachers shared feeling pride and being prideful of
teaching in the same public school education system, and being public school teachers. In
particular, expressed affirmations of being a Latinx teacher to other Latinx students, and serving
Latinx communities and families. In short, being the city’s public school alumni ultimately
shaped and informed this study’s teachers and their identities, experiences, and relationality as
alumni-community teachers.
The third research finding centers on the importance of acts and processes of
self-reflection and reflexive spaces as benchmarks throughout the lives of teachers, their teaching
pedagogy and praxis. This finding was both personified and exemplified through the life stories
and storytelling of the study’s participants—including this study’s teacher professional
development of writing workshops. In short, self-reflection ultimately shaped and influenced the
study’s teacher participants and their conceptualizations of self, their pedagogy, and teaching
praxis.
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Generalizability
Although this study had a small sample size, and was specific to its research population,
there are several processes that could be considered for application in other settings. Specifically,
the practices and processes of self-reflexive writing and interviewing for life stories and
storytelling are generalizable and can be considered in different situations other than this
particular study.
The Study’s Implications, Recommendations, and Contributions
Implications for…
Local Teacher Recruitment and Pathways into Teaching
In the recruitment of the city’s public school teachers, there needs to be a critical
interrogation of who gets recruited, supported, and sustained as classroom practitioners and in
other leadership roles in the city’s public schools, and accountability measures. When
nationally-funded teacher recruitment efforts focus almost solely on enticing and attracting
candidates nationwide to move into this city to teach—often white people who have never been
public school students themselves, in short, cultural outsiders—this further limits the possibility
and actuality of local homegrown community teachers and community teaching. If there are no
local teaching jobs, local community members ultimately have to go outside of their local
communities, borough, state, or even abroad to teach. Without an explicit focus and intentional
focus on recruiting homegrown individuals within the city, this limits the possibility and actuality
of homegrown community teachers and community teaching. For example, there needs to be an
actual pathway designed for public school students interested in becoming public school teachers
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as there still remains none actualized or supported—both on a local and nationally funded policy
level. As the data shows, the majority of the city’s public school teacher population remains
overwhelmingly white compared to the city’s public school student population which is majority
Black, Latinx, and Asian.
Recommendations for…
Local Teacher Recruitment and Pathways into Teaching
Currently, there is no intentional local sourcing, recruitment effort, or structured pathway
for this city’s public school student alumni interested in becoming public school teachers to
follow and have support through. This reality is also exemplified through the life stories
teacher-participants have shared about their own journeys and pathways into community
teaching—often framed as not easy, clear, linear, or as supported as they could and should have
been. One way to achieve this goal is through the explicit recruitment of local alumni-teachers
and alumni-community teachers. Another way is for there to be a teacher education curriculum
and courses for high school students interested in teaching, for example, as elective courses as
well as by partnering with teacher education programs, community organizations, and
afterschool programs that already exist.
Another way for the city’s local teacher education programs to support this population of
teachers is through a teacher education rooted in the continuous praxis of self-reflection: A
Community Teacher Praxis of Raices and Reflection. Roots and reflexiones. Reflejos: mirror
reflections of one’s roots. As alumni-community teachers, all of the study’s teacher-participants
have shared how their lived experiences and experiential knowledge are rarely if ever,
recognized, sought after, or centralized. For example, in their own teacher education or their
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teaching praxis by their school’s administrator. They all expressed this research study as being
the first or one of the only times they’ve been recognized as community teachers or as
alumni-teachers. Their own love, passion, and commitments to social justice and public
education, alongside their own self-designed teaching pedagogies, strategies, and praxis have
served as critical interventions for them as practitioners in an otherwise white and
whiteness-centered teaching profession.
All invested in the success of public schools and public school education, and the
sustainment of teachers of Color, need to understand this truth. I can also attest to this myself, as
I have attended and graduated from three local teacher education programs in this city—public
and private—and reached the highest pinnacle possible in academic education, yet have never
been asked about my own educational experiences in New York City’s public schools, public
education, or as a public school student. I have been talked at instead of heard and listened to. If
it were not for my own relentless critical interventions, such as this research study and
dissertation, my own story too would have disappeared.
Recommendations for…
Supporting Current Teachers
There needs to be renewed commitment and investment in recognizing, valuing,
supporting, and sustaining current public school teachers who are people of Color, as well as
being alumni-teachers and alumni-community teachers. This applies to both classroom
practitioners, as well as in other leadership roles in the city’s public schools. Otherwise, this
population of teachers, leaders, and people can and eventually will leave the teaching profession
and field of urban education. In fact, two of the five teacher-participants of this study have left
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the teaching profession, and two others desire to. If so, this will result in a total of four of the
city’s community teachers—who are homegrown in the city and alumni of the city’s public
schools—no longer teaching. In addition to limiting the possibility of sustained community
teaching and community teachers, what this also results in are the city’s public school students of
Color continuing to have limited cultural role models and cultural representations—even less
than they do now.
It is also critical for urban education policymakers, the city’s local public school
administrations, as well as the city’s department of education, to critically interrogate and
recognize if and how they are often impacting and getting in the way of current community
teachers from being able to engage in their own community teaching practice and praxis. All of
this study’s teacher-participants have shared examples of how their own culturally relevant
designed and aligned curricula and praxis often get stifled, shut down, or ignored by these
specific constituents and other external forces that they, individually, have no control over or
power to challenge. Without critical examination, interrogation, intervention, and action, such
patterns of top-down distributions of power, and systemic pushouts of teachers, cyclical
reoccurrences to future teachers of Color and community teachers will only continue to occur.
History will only continue to repeat itself.
Recommendations for…
Teacher Professional Development
There need to be more intentional and personalized teacher professional developments:
spaces, moments, opportunities, and dedicated time for public school teachers to self-reflect on
how their own lived experiences shape their teaching praxis. As all of the study’s
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teacher-participants have expressed, there are very limited opportunities in a public school
teacher’s workday or school year for self-reflection, if ever at all. They also expressed that while
finding current and past professional developments at times helpful, often those delivered
through the city’s department of education are not always helpful or individualized to their own
experiences. Through the process of self-reflection, teachers not only gain a deeper
understanding of themselves, but it is also a way for teachers to reflect as a way to enhance their
own teaching praxis. Teacher self-reflections present more authentic and honest representations
of how teachers think and feel. This information, which is outside and beyond the scope of a
data-driven capitalist culture, is also important as well to impact and shape how to best support
and sustain public school teachers.
Recommendations for…
Teacher Data and Teacher Policy
As previously mentioned, New York City’s Department of Education only ever includes
student data on its official website and data reports, and never includes teacher data—perhaps
even purposely. For example, there is a failure to capture data on teachers that leave New York
City and State departments of education or teaching altogether, and the qualitative data that
captures the reasons why. If the Office of the New York State Comptroller recognizes that New
York City public school teachers make up the largest category of the city’s full-time employees
(one-quarter of the city’s full-time workforce) these forms of data should not only be available
but also desired and sought after. In particular, in the wake of the pandemic’s aftermath as the
office also argued: “The decline in staffing presents an opportunity for the City to re-examine its
workforce and to restructure how its programs and services are delivered, in order to achieve
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efficiencies without the need for layoffs or service cuts.”61
There is a failure to capture data of the city’s alumni students and their career paths
post-graduation. Moreover, the data on alumni students that became public school teachers. The
creation and access to this specific data, which would have served tremendously beneficial to
research studies such as this one, have yet to be actualized or intentionally focused on. To this
research study, this is the glaring problem, as we’ve desired, needed, sought after, and have
waited for this data, from a policy level, that has yet to arrive or even recognized and identified
as critical and necessary. As a way to resolve its own preoccupations, we’ve created a research
study that generates its own data for learning and understanding of these specific communities.
Recommendations for…
Addressing Gaps in Current New York City Specific Urban Education Teacher Research
There are four main areas, or thematic threads, in the urban education research,
scholarship, and literature this research study identifies as critical and necessary but finds
currently either lacking or completely missing. While each an individual thread, it is the
amalgamation of their altogether threading and braiding that frames the lacuna, or research gaps,
and articulates the specificity of this study’s research population of New York City’s public
school teachers of Color, who are both alumni and community teachers, and would truly assist in
better understanding their experiences and more fully representing them.
First, a robust focus on New York City’s public school teachers as research
subjects—both in relation to the context of students and teaching, and outside of this scope and
focus. In particular, qualitative data, through stories about lived experiences, that have shaped
pedagogical expertise, which we refer to as teacher life stories. Second, a robust focus specific to
61
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each of New York City’s five (5) boroughs. In particular, life stories that are both borough and
inner-community specific, as well as city-wide. Third, a robust focus on life stories about
teachers who are from, live, and teach in their own communities, also referred to as community
teachers. Fourth, a robust focus on life stories of teachers who are also graduates of the city’s
public schools, also referred to as alumni teachers. Fifth, a robust focus on life stories about
teachers who both live and teach in their own local communities, as well as alumni of the city’s
public schools and educational system, also referred to alumni-community teachers, which is the
focus of where this research study enters and contributes to.
Contributions for…
Urban Educational Teacher Research and Scholarship
This research study and dissertation are significant examples of how to listen and learn
from the teacher populations—specifically the city’s public school teachers, community teachers,
alumni-teachers, and alumni-community teachers—through the lens of their own lived
experiences and experiential knowledge, expertise, and voices. The contributions we hope for are
offering ways of thinking about and exemplifying teacher life stories, storytelling, and
counternarrative storytelling. In addition, the contributions we hope for are offering multi-textual
ways of telling and sharing life stories that reflect and represent how storytelling and
counternarrative storytelling happen in actual life. These ways include oral storytelling, different
forms of narrative writing, as well braiding voices and knowledge together towards a collective
knowledge. It also hopes to contribute to ways to think about the importance of self-writing and
self-narration as a lens into portraiture as a methodology, and specifically portraits of teachers.
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The Study’s Researcher Haciendo Reflexiones62 on Life Stories
There are two things in life that I am certain about. One: people make sense of life,
living, and their lives through the telling and sharing of stories. Life stories.
I’ve learned this firsthand through my own family’s praxis of telling stories and
storytelling. For example, if you ask my mami about her motherwork—about what it’s been like
being a single, working-class, mother of two—she would tell stories about the ultimate sacrifices
of leaving your home, country, family, and crossing borders for opportunities not previously
available to you otherwise. First, without your children, and second, trusting someone else to
bring your children to you in your new settling home. How, to this day, she still has a
relationship with the coyote that brought us to this country. How she still endlessly thanks, visits,
and takes her gifts to her when she visits Honduras. The through-line, or consistent theme, of her
mother-stories would be about all the lifelong sacrifices poor, working-class, and brown Latina
mothers, like her, make for their child(ren).
If you asked me for my mother-stories—how her mother-work translated into praxis for
me—they would be totally different than hers. I would tell stories about how, as a toddler, she
would let me sleep at church in the folds of her skirt—drool and all—and yet, because of love,
she did not care, and would still stand up to praise her God. I’d share how responsible she has
always been, and how never, not once, did we have our lights or utilities turned off, or ever get
evicted from any of our tight quarter apartment homes, regardless of being poor and all. Stories
about how her dominant Virgo spirit at times terrified me, but also, how she transformed into
tenderness: touching my cheek at night, thinking I was asleep, to ask me, “José Alfredo, sabes

62

Researcher making reflections.
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quien te quiere?”63 How I would respond, sometimes awake and other times truly sleeping,
“Mmmhmm.” She tells this story, over and over again—both to other people, but also to me,
from a third-person perspective, always as though I was not also there.
Two: people either care to ask about your life stories, or they don’t. It’s honestly as
simple as that.
But what if we do care? What if we intentionally ask people for their stories? How can
we capture and learn from people’s stories and storytelling? What can they—we—collectively
us—learn?
Life stories, as a concept, are interesting phenomena. First, because they are so
commonplace and exemplified in everyday life, they become almost unnoticeable and
unremarkable. For example, it is how and why a customer service representative on the phone
fills up the call time, asking the caller how their day is going or about the city’s weather they
notice the call is coming from. Life stories are evidence and the focus of crime and court tv
shows, and basically, all televised news, are forms and examples of storytelling. New York City’s
public school curriculum, in fact, encourages this kind of self-reflexive thinking and writing for
students. For example, public school middle schoolers often engage in narrative writing, such as
creating a “rambling autobiography,” which is a grade-school writing exercise intended to inspire
reluctant writers to love writing by writing about what they know best: themselves.64 So, life
stories, in theory, are very sensical, and a focus on how people story-tell—to make sense of their
lives, past, present, and future—is critical and necessary.
A Queens Community Teacher Storytelling Project was conceptualized because of my
informed belief, through lived experiences, that public school teachers are not asked for their life
63
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Do you know who loves you?
See: Heinemann Resources
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stories, not nearly enough, as they ought to be. In particular, teacher stories of New York City’s
public school alumni students: Black, Brown, and Latinx, formerly poor into working-class
status people, and homegrown New Yorkers. More specifically, alumni students who became the
city’s public school teachers. This baffles me as it is my assertion and belief that this specific
population of teachers possesses the most insights, knowledge, and therefore cultural insider
advantages, of any possible public school personnel or employee—bar none, period. However, if
and when school administrators, leaders, policymakers, and people that make decisions about the
city’s public schools and education have never been public school students themselves, there is
often a disconnect, and why experiential knowledge, gained through lived experience, matters.
A Praxis of Looking Back to Move Forward

The purpose of this research study, as a storytelling project, is centered on lived
experience and experiential knowledge through self-reflection, and to illuminate the ways that
people—public school teachers—story-tell stories to make meaning and sense of life, living, and
teaching. It is also about inviting public teachers into academic research about and for them,
while also offering a momentary pause: an invitation to reach back into the past and examine it
as a way to make sense of their present and future. Reflecting is a way to see yourself reflected
back, as a way to empathize and meet students and families in the present and future.
In the foreword to Decolonizing Educational Research (2015), scholar Eve Tuck
articulates and describes similar moments and goals such as these, referring to Leigh Patel’s
“pedagogy of pausing” as one that “which involves intentionally engaging in the suspension of
one’s own premises and projects, but always with a sense of futurity. Pausing is an insertion of
space in time” (p. foreword). The purpose of a “pedagogy of pausing” is that it “unsettles the
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relentless march of educational research toward production—of data, publications, problems,
gaps, communities, schools, and futures” (Patel, 2015, p. xii). Teacher self-reflection,
storytelling, and life stories, as well as teacher retratos and teacher portraits, offer us practicality
and the possibility for pedagogies of pausing.
Capitalism, or the economy of profit-making, and through the lens of what Patel offers as
the relentless march towards production, is one reason why teacher life stories are rarely if ever
asked for beyond the scope of data-driven production that benefits other entities. Rarely are
teacher life stories asked for in ways that benefit teachers, themselves, most. Not just as research
subjects, classroom practitioners, or educators, but also, as human beings. In short, there needs to
be a continual renewal and sustained sociopolitical investment in urban educational research and
scholarship that is not about production but rather a reflexive praxis that benefits the
understudied people it writes and speaks about. Benefiting research subjects, such as public
school teachers—them not us—most. This current moment in our collective history demands
what science fiction writer, Octavia E. Butler, regards as necessitating “change and adaptation;”65
an invitation to name and define, reconstruct and redefine, be immersed in the process of
reimagining and remaking our world, and in the words of poet June Jordan, “We are the ones
we’ve been waiting for.”66

65
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Octavia E. Butler (1993) The Parable of the Sower.
See: “Poem for South African Women,” presented at the United Nations on August 9, 1978.
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ADDENDUM
A Queens Community Teacher Storytelling Project Materials

Pre-Focus Group Materials
Digital Flier: Invitation to A Queens Community Storytelling Project (AQCTSP)
A Queens Community Teacher Storytelling Project is a qualitative research study that
centers on New York City’s public school teachers who are from, live, and teach in
their own communities and neighborhoods. I refer to these teachers as alumni teachers
and local community teachers.
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More specifically, the research study is interested in local Latinx
(Latine/Latina/Latino/Latin-American) alumni and community teachers who have lived
in New York City, studied in the city’s public schools, and now teach in their local
public school and community. The local communities of interest to this study are in the
borough of Queens. (Additional future iterations of this and other research studies will
be of interest to all of New York City’s community teachers and communities).
This research study focuses majorly on Latinx teachers because Latinx students are
currently the racial majority, at 40.6% of the total of New York City’s public-school
students. Therefore, in a study focused on alumni teachers, it is important to center
Latinx students that become Latinx teachers. Latinx teachers are 17% of New York
City’s total number of teachers of Color, currently at 42%. Across NY State, white
students make up less than half of the school population, but the teaching force is 80%
white. This makes Latinx teachers unique, and uncommon, therefore centering Queens’
local Latinx community teachers and their stories is important to this study.
Through a series of four (4) online (Zoom) writing workshops in November and
December 2021 teacher-participants will reflect, explore, and write about their lives,
identities, teaching, pedagogies, and communities. Each session will be two (2) hours
where we will read short/brief texts about stories and storytelling, write about
memories and life experiences, share and discuss what teacher-participants have
written, and receive feedback and support on writing one’s life stories.
While there is no compensation available, teacher-participants will receive a digital
(and printed, if desired) toolkit with storytelling resources, narrative writing strategies,
and teaching resources, participate in supportive teaching communities and networks,
practice writing engagement, and gain feedback on their writing, in addition to possible
supplemental requests for resources or forms of support teacher-participants may ask
for.
If you are interested and these criteria apply to you, or someone that you know, I invite
you to forward or fill out this questionnaire to express interest in The Writing Workshop
Series, share availability, and contact information. You can expect to hear from me
immediately after your survey response with a finalized workshop series schedule. You
can also reach me at josealfredoresearch@gmail.com with any questions or simply to
connect.
If you are not a Queens or Latinx teacher, however are a NYC alumni and now public
school teacher, please still fill out the survey below as the next research study, A NYC
Community Teacher Storytelling Project, will focus on all NYC alumni teachers and
alumni-community teachers.
LinkTree: https://linktr.ee/AQCTSP |
Instagrams @aqueenscommunityteacher @anyccommunityteacher
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@nycalumnicommunityteacher

Initial Survey: Expressing Interest in Focus Groups and Research Study
1. Name (and preferred name)
2. Preferred gender pronoun(s)
3. How do you identify racially and ethnically
4. Home community neighborhood (where do you live?)
5. Queens school community neighborhood (where do you teach?)
6. School(s) where you teach(ed) and their location(s)
7. K-12 school(s) you have attended and their location(s)
8. Current teaching subject(s)
9. Preferred email
10. Zoom user email
11. Why does this research study and workshop series interest you?
12. Any experience(s) with personal writing about your life and lived experiences?
13. How did you hear about this event?
14. Comments and/or questions?
15. I am not Latinx (Latine/Latina/Latino/Latin-American), however, I am interested in this
project and possibly participating.
16. I am not a Queens teacher, however, I am an NYC alumni teacher interested in this
project and possibly participating.

Main Data 1
Focus Groups: The Writing Workshop Series
A Queens Community Teacher Storytelling Project: The Writing Workshop Series
Workshop Writing: part 1
Instructions:
In thinking and reflecting about your life, journey, and experiences as a NYC public school
student alumnus, public school teacher and as a Queens community teacher…
Imagine you are being interviewed (with someone you are comfortable with) about your
experiences. Answer the questions below as detailed and as much as possible. If helpful,
record yourself first, and then transcribe your spoken words into writing.
|Part 1|
Workshop 1 writing prompts
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●

●
●

Question 1 (self-reflection and memory-based writing): How was growing up in New
York City and in your home neighborhood(s) for you? How were your experiences
attending New York City public schools? Any learning or schooling experiences that
stand out? Why?
Question 2 (pedagogy and teaching praxis): When you hear “community” what comes
to mind? What does community mean to you? In your teaching and role as a teacher?
Question 3 (activity, free write, and collage): What does it personally mean to you that
you grew up in and learned in NYC public schools? How has a public school education
shaped and/or impacted you personally?

Workshop 2 writing prompts
● Question 1 (self-reflection and memory-based writing): Tell us about your teaching
background? How did you become a teacher? What and how your personal teacher and
teaching journey been like?
● Question 2 (pedagogy and teaching praxis): When you hear “community teaching” and
“community teachers” what/who comes to mind? Based on your experiences, as an
alumni and community teacher, what would you like others to know more about
community teachers–-generally and specifically?
● Question 3 (activity, free write, and collage: I am a New York City public school
teacher because...
Workshop 3 writing prompts
● Question 1 (self-reflection and memory-based writing): Currently where, what, and
who do you teach? What is your school community and neighborhood like? Why do
you teach in the school and/or community you teach in? What influenced or continues
to influence your decision? How are your relationships and experiences with students?
With administration and coworkers?
● Question 2 (pedagogy and teaching praxis): Reflect on your teaching or a teaching
experience in which you did not feel supported, or felt disempowered, by powers
outside of your control. How could you have been better supported? By who? What
does support and “showing up” for a community teacher look and feel like?
● Question 3 (activity, free write, and collage): How are teachers and community
teachers represented in the media? By the Department of Education? In teacher
training/pedagogy programs?
Workshop 4 writing prompts
● Question 1 (self-reflection and memory-based writing): What would you like people to
know about your teaching journey to your particular community school and students?
● Question 2 (pedagogy and teaching praxis): What is the invisible labor you do in your
school or classroom? What do you add and contribute to your school, community, and
the Department of Education by being a community teacher?
● Question 3 (activity, free write, and collage): Imagine a teacher preparation course
asked you what people should know about community teachers and community
teaching. Create a word and visual collage that incorporates what you want people to
know.
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Workshop Writing: part 2
|Part 2|
Cumulative Storytelling Project: A Story About Me (your own title)
There are many stories you can tell about your life. Some interconnect, some stand out alone,
while others lead one into the other.
In thinking and reflecting about your life, journey, and experiences as a NYC public school
student alumnus, public school teacher and as a Queens community teacher…
How would your alumni teacher story be told? How do the writing prompts connect to that
story/your story? What else needs to be asked, said or told?
(Re)arrange workshop #1, 2, 3, 4 questions and responses in the order that you wish to tell
your story. What order would the writing prompts go in to tell your story?
What other questions would need to be asked, or what else would you like to say that the
writing prompts do not address?
Additional/optional/supplemental storytelling additions to your Cumulative Storytelling
Project: A Story About Me (your own title).
● Images
● Photographs
● Music
● Your unique perspective, approach, style, and contribution
Another way to think about it is if someone were to tell the story about your journey as an
alumni community teacher, what other stories do they need to know about you?
Another way to think about it is: if your alumni community teacher story were on a website
one day, how would you want it to be read and experienced?

Main Data 2
Teacher-Participant Interview Questions
Interview Questions
1. What has the experience of participating in the workshop been like for you?
250

2. Where are you currently in your life right now?
3. What has teaching these past 2 years been like for you?
4. How was growing up in New York City and in your home neighborhood(s) for you?
What do you remember most about growing up in [insert neighborhood]?
a. How is your current neighborhood?
5. How would you describe your experiences as a NYC public school student?
6. How would you describe your experiences as a NYC public school teacher?
7. What particular lived experiences and community experiences help you be a
community teacher?
8. What do you add and contribute to your school, community, and the Department of
Education by being a community teacher?
9. What do you hope for the future for public schools, your school, and your students?
10. What do you hope for or what would you say to future community teachers?

Table 7
Research Study Matrix/Flow Chart
↓Research Questions↓
(1): how do the histories and lived experiences of New York City’s local Latinx teachers
influence (inform) conceptualizations of their identity as public school teachers and/or
community teachers?
(2): how do their lived histories and lived experiences influence (inform) their pedagogy and
teaching praxis?
↓Data Collection Design↓
➔ Backwards curriculum planning approach
➔ Scaffold teaching approach
➔ Research questions designed around interests
↓
◆ NYC public school students that became public school teachers, referred to as
alumni teachers, and local community teachers
➔ Designed writing workshops focused on writing life stories and storytelling
↓
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◆ Present a range of storytelling forms, methods, and examples of storytellers
◆ Immerse teacher-participants in their own self reflection, memory-work, and
personal narrative writing
◆ Scaffold teacher-participants in writing their own life stories and teacher stories
◆ Scaffold teacher-participants in connecting and answering the research study’s
research questions
➔ Writing workshops designed around research questions and organized thematically
↓
❖ Workshop 1 (gaining insights of teacher-participants)
● Personal background, growing up in NYC, and conceptualizations of
community-centered themes
❖ Workshop 2 (gaining insights of teacher-participants)
● Teacher and teaching experiences
❖ Workshop 3: (digging deep(er) into community teaching)
● Teaching praxis
❖ Workshop 4: (imagining futures of public school teaching)
❖ Envisioning personal desires for the future of public schools and public school teaching
➔ Workshop writing questions organized thematically ↓
◆ Question 1s: self-reflection and memory-based writing
◆ Question 2s: on praxis
◆ Question 3s: multi-textual activities, free writing, and collage-making
➔ Writing workshop questions are in fact interview questions turned into writing prompts,
with the purpose of generating life stories, storytelling and counternarrative storytelling
↓
❖ Workshop 1
◆ Question 1: How was growing up in New York City and in your home
neighborhood(s) for you? How were your experiences attending New York City
public schools? Any learning or schooling experiences that stand out? Why?
◆ Question 2: When you hear “community” what comes to mind? What does
community mean to you? In your teaching and role as a teacher?
● Question 3: What does it personally mean to you that you grew up in and
learned in NYC public schools? How has a public school education shaped
and/or impacted you personally?
❖ Workshop 2
◆ Question 1: Tell us about your teaching background? How did you become a
teacher? What was your personal teacher journey and teaching journey like?
◆ Question 2: When you hear “community teaching” and “community teachers”
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what/who comes to mind? Based on your experiences, as an alumni and
community teacher, what would you like others to know more about community
teachers–-generally and specifically?
◆ Question 3: I am a New York City public school teacher because...
❖ Workshop 3
◆ Question 1: Currently where, what, and who do you teach? What is your school
community and neighborhood like? Why do you teach in the school and/or
community you teach in? What influenced or continues to influence your
decision? How are your relationships and experiences with students? With
administration and coworkers?
◆ Question 2: Reflect on your teaching or a teaching experience in which you did
not feel supported, or felt disempowered, by powers outside of your control.
How could you have been better supported? By who? What does support and
“showing up” for a community teacher look and feel like?
◆ Question 3: How are teachers and community teachers represented in the
media? By the Department of Education? In teacher training/pedagogy
programs?
❖ Workshop 4
◆ Question 1: What would you like people to know about your teaching journey to
your particular community school and students?
◆ Question 2: What is the invisible labor you do in your school or classroom?
What do you add and contribute to your school, community, and the
Department of Education by being a community teacher?
◆ Question 3: Imagine a teacher preparation course asked you what people
should know about community teaching and community teaching. Create a
word and visual collage that incorporates what you want people to know.
↓Data Sets↓
The Writing Workshop Series
Bucket 1: (Not Used)
writing workshop
teacher-participant
conversations

Bucket 2:
writing workshop
teacher-participant
writings

Bucket 3:
post-workshop
teacher-participant
interviews

Data Coding and Analysis
Phase 1: Transcribing Interviews
Phase 2: Creating Analytical Lenses/Analytical Tools/Coding Rubrics
Phase 3: Utilizing Analytical Lenses/Analytical Tools/Coding Rubrics
Phase 4: Creating Retratos—Teacher Portraits
Connections to Critical Race Theory
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-

Administration and the DOE
Counternarrative storytelling
Intersectionality

Connections to Research Questions
- Life stories & storytelling
- Definitions of community teachers
- Path toward community teaching
- Counternarratives in teaching
- Praxis in current teaching
- Alumni-awareness
- Queens’ teaching
↑Data Findings↑
↑Research Questions↑
1. How do the histories and lived experiences of New York City’s local Latinx teachers
influence (inform) conceptualizations of their identity as public school teachers and/or
community teachers?
2. How do these histories and lived experiences influence (inform) their pedagogy and
teaching praxis?
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